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Chapter 1:  Introduction 
 
This review of the existing body of knowledge concerning the links between poverty 
and early childhood education and care (ECEC) provision1 aims to inform the 
realisation of the Joseph Rowntree Foundation’s 2015 UK anti-poverty strategy 
development programme. It has three main objectives: 
1. To explore the relationship between poverty and early childhood service 
quality, affordability and accessibility. 
2. To examine mostly domestic and some international research evidence on the 
prevention and reduction of poverty through early childhood policy and 
practice interventions. 
3. To recommend what should be included in JRF’s UK anti-poverty strategies in 
relation to early childhood education and care. 
This evidence review is one of a series of 34 such reviews commissioned by the 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) to inform a programme of anti-poverty strategies 
for the UK to be published in 2015/16. Thus the definition of poverty employed here 
is the one developed by JRF to underpin this programme: ‘When a person’s 
resources (mainly their material resources) are not sufficient to meet their minimum 
needs (including social participation)’. In the case of young children, this definition is 
mediated by the conditions within the households they live in and decisions made by 
parents as proxies for their children. This also applies to the three factors that JRF 
has identified as determining the sufficiency of any resources in relation to need: 
1. the range, sustainability, quantity and quality of those resources 
2. individuals’ personal circumstances and characteristics 
3. the choices people make. 
JRF’s detailed definitions of factors determining needs and resources are not listed 
here, but the same observations apply.  
                                            
1
The abbreviation ECEC for early childhood education and care provision is commonly used in OECD 
and EU documents, and this term has been adopted for this review. 
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The definition of early childhood and care (ECEC) adopted here is the one used by 
the European Commission:  
…it refers to publicly subsidised and accredited provision for children under 
compulsory school age. ‘Education’ and ‘care’ are combined in the phrase to 
underline that services for young children can combine care, developmental 
and learning opportunities. 
(Leseman, 2009, p.7) 
This complements the OECD (2006) definition of early childhood education and care 
used for its comparative study of 20 member states’ ECEC systems, which includes 
any arrangements for providing education and care for children from birth to 
compulsory school age irrespective of the nature of the setting, its funding, opening 
hours or programme content; this also includes pre-school and pre-primary 
provision. 
The impact of poverty on children’s wellbeing, health and development and the need 
to address this issue strategically has been well documented, in recent Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation reports, such as a review of studies on the causal relationship 
between household incomes and children’s wider outcomes by Cooper and Stewart 
(2013) and a study of the UK’s devolved approaches to child poverty by McCormick 
(2013), as well as by others (Gregg et al, 2008; Brewer and Joyce, 2010; Brewer et 
al, 2010; Judge, 2012; Van Lancker, 2013).  
1.1 Policy rationales for ECEC 
In order to formulate precise questions to underpin this review, it is useful to take 
account of the triple rationales for public support for such services in the UK (Tisdall 
and Hill, 2011), and indeed in many other welfare states. Currently, public support for 
early childhood services in the UK and its three devolved administrations and in 
other European welfare states tends to reflect all three policy rationales (Penn, 
2011a). Each of these rationales potentially gives rise to a whole raft of review 
questions. For practical purposes, these have been limited to no more than three in 
each case and are answered in relation to the current overall UK system of ECEC 
provision. 
A social mobility policy rationale informs the provision of early education, mainly for 
3- to 6-year-old children. Its promotion of children’s socio-emotional and intellectual 
development is meant to lay the foundation for better educational outcomes, leading 
to stable employment and hence the escape from or avoidance of poverty (Goodman 
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and Sianesi, 2005; Apps et al, 2012; Melhuish, 2012). Review questions following 
from this rationale include: 
 Does research evidence suggest that ECEC provision improves poor 
children’s educational outcomes and social and emotional development? 
 Does research evidence suggest that ECEC has longer-term consequences 
for poor children’s economic and social life chances? 
 How does research evidence suggest that any barriers to poor children’s 
ability to benefit from ECEC provision should be addressed?  
The more recent economic wellbeing rationale for ECEC is facilitating parental – 
notably maternal – access to the labour market, thereby strengthening young 
families’ socio-economic position, so helping them to avoid or escape present 
poverty (Duncan et al, 2001a; Brewer and Shaw, 2004; Waldfogel and Garnham, 
2008; Lawton and Thompson, 2013). The review questions following from this 
rationale include:  
 Does research evidence suggest that parental labour market participation, 
especially of mothers in single- and dual-earner poor families, is facilitated 
and improved by ECEC provision? 
 What ECEC features and which delivery conditions best promote maternal 
labour market participation? 
 What evidence is there on the costs versus the benefits of promoting 
economic wellbeing through ECEC provision? 
While further research is needed into the benefits of maternal labour market 
participation for poor young children’s wellbeing, social and economic position and 
socio-emotional and cognitive development, this is beyond the present review’s 
remit. Other parts of the JRF programme to produce evidence for UK policy 
strategies do address the complex questions surrounding this issue. Moreover, JRF 
has also already published in this area (Lawton and Thompson, 2013). 
The third rationale for ECEC relates to social justice. ECEC’s role in eliminating 
social and cultural inequalities and underachievement and promoting the inclusion of 
children with learning and physical disabilities is a policy priority emphasised by the 
European Commission (Leseman, 2009; European Commission, 2011). Family 
poverty reduces the likelihood of children’s participation in ECEC (Lloyd, 2006; 
Schoon, et al 2010; Bennett et al, 2012), or it may hamper children’s access to 
quality provision (Gambaro et al, 2013). The social justice rationale also applies to 
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the role ECEC plays in ensuring gender equality and equitable access to the labour 
market for men and women.  
Research questions following from this rationale are much the same as those posed 
under the social mobility rationale above. Further review questions arising from this 
rationale include: 
 Does research evidence suggest particular approaches which are helpful to 
achieving poor children’s access to quality ECEC? 
 Does research evidence suggest that compensatory ECEC programmes such 
as specialist language support improve poor children’s wellbeing, 
development and outcomes? 
 Does research evidence suggest which financing and delivery conditions for 
such programmes, e.g. targeted or universal, lead to good outcomes for poor 
children? 
This review will attempt to address this third set of questions as part of the 
discussion of the first two pathways out of poverty via early childhood services in 
Chapters 2 and 3.  
The intended impact of ECEC provision on poverty reduction and prevention, as 
reflected in the three policy rationales, has been explored in a large body of national 
and international research. The social mobility rationale has given rise to studies 
exploring the relationship between children’s later educational performance and their 
experience of ECEC provision. In contrast, the economic wellbeing rationale 
generates research mostly exploring the impact on children’s current wellbeing and 
socio-economic position of parental – mostly maternal – employment. The social 
justice rationale has stimulated the production of studies which have much in 
common with those emanating from the first, social mobility, rationale.  
Many studies focus on only one of the ECEC policy agendas outlined above. 
Moreover, the national and international research literature regarding ECEC’s 
educational/welfare/equality aims emanates from several disciplines with varying 
methodologies. These include psychology (Burger, 2010), educational studies (Sylva 
et al, 2004a; George et al, 2012), social policy (Dex, 2003; Lewis, 2003), economics 
(Heckman, 2000; Duncan et al, 2001a, b; Herbst and Tekin, 2010) and sociology 
(Brannen and Moss, 2003). Public health (Toroyan et al, 2003; NICE, 2012) and 
neuroscience (Doyle et al, 2009) also figure, as does interdisciplinary research such 
as the evaluation of the UK Sure Start initiative (Belsky et al, 2007a). 
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ECEC provision also interacts with other measures to support families with young 
children, notably parental leave policies (Kamerman and Moss, 2009) and direct 
fiscal support for childrearing (OECD, 2011a). Much research studies these 
interactions and the challenges faced by governments in agreeing a coherent 
programme of parental leave policies and financial support for families and for ECEC 
provision (Plantenga and Remery, 2009). Such challenges are magnified in majority 
world countries, where state support for ECEC is more variable or absent altogether, 
particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa (Garcia et al, 2010) and South East Asia (UNICEF 
and WHO, 2010). Instead, inter- and supra-national agencies play a dominant role in 
the delivery of early childhood development (ECD) programmes (Penn, 2005), which 
include strong healthcare components besides early education and care (UNESCO, 
2006; Engle et al, 2007). But such issues fall outside the remit of this review. 
1.2 The nature of this review 
This review for JRF first examines the strength of existing national and international 
research evidence for ECEC’s impact on poverty reduction and prevention via the 
three pathways for impact outlined above, with special reference to the UK. To this 
end, the main emphasis is on national qualitative, quantitative and evaluative 
research. The review also attempts to take account of recent research exploring the 
global economic downturn’s effects on ECEC’s sustainability and the currently rising 
child poverty levels in the UK. It then explores the conditions under which promising 
pathways out of poverty via ECEC provision might possibly be replicated or scaled 
up in the UK. Finally, the review formulates tentative recommendations to inform the 
articulation of JRF anti-poverty strategies for the UK in this area. 
Studies about poor children’s access to quality ECEC provision often emphasise the 
dual need for both reductions in income poverty in early childhood and access to 
good-quality ECEC. This is done by Bennett (2008), for instance, in his study on 
benchmarks for early childhood services in OECD countries, and by Melhuish (2012) 
in his assessment of the importance of early years education for poor children’s 
development and adult outcomes. On the basis of the best available evidence, the 
review accepts that there is strong evidence that only good-quality ECEC can have 
long-term beneficial effects for poor children, and that, in contrast, the impact of poor 
quality is proportionally greater for poor children (Melhuish, 2004; Mathers et al, 
2014).  
Given that JRF’s commission was for an ‘expert-led’ review, and in view of time 
constraints and the size of the body of ECEC research of potential interest, the 
chosen review method veers towards that of the question-led approach of the Rapid 
Evidence Assessment. REAs were originally developed at the EPPI-Centre at the 
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University of London2 and are defined as follows by the Government Social 
Research Service in its Rapid Evidence Assessment Toolkit (Government Social 
Research Service, 2013): 
A Rapid Evidence Assessment (REA) is a tool for getting on top of the available 
research evidence on a policy issue, as comprehensively as possible, within the 
constraints of a given timetable. 
The next section provides a broad outline of the approach adopted for this expert-led 
review which was conducted for JRF between November 2013 and the end of July 
2014.  
1.3 The review approach 
The review strategy’s combined focus has been on quantitative – survey – research, 
including government reports, and empirical outcomes-related qualitative and mixed 
methods research addressing the three questions at the review’s core. The logic 
models underlying this strategy correspond to the three pathways through which 
ECEC impacts on poverty. These in turn are reflected in the three distinct policy 
rationales which informed the selection of subject areas for the searches. This 
approach differs from systematic reviews (Penn et al, 2004; Penn et al, 2006) in 
being far less comprehensive in both its search strategy and its synthesis of the 
evidence related to the review question. Instead, it veers towards a hybrid form of 
both the Quick Scoping Review and the question-led approach of a Rapid Evidence 
Assessment (GSRS, 2013), although the authors have not closely followed any one 
model.  
The conceptual framework underpinning this JRF review nevertheless has some key 
features in common with that of an REA. These concern the need to make explicit 
the assumptions underlying the review questions and those underpinning the criteria 
for the inclusion of studies, the relevant terms for searching the literature, describing 
and interrogating studies, and the framework for the review’s synthesis. 
The concept of purposive searching (Gough et al, 2012, p.114) is integral to the 
approach adopted here. This is a pragmatic response to both the need to address a 
wide range of potentially relevant studies across several disciplines and the need to 
                                            
2
The Evidence for Policy and Practice Information and Co-ordinating Centre (EPPI-Centre) is part of 
the Social Science Research Unit at the Institute of Education, University of London. Its two main 
areas of work are systematic reviews and research use. It has been undertaking, developing and 
supporting systematic reviews since 1993. 
 
Early childhood education and care and poverty 
7 
provide recommendations as to what should be included in JRF’s UK anti-poverty 
strategies in relation to ECEC (review aim 3) within a limited timeframe.  
1.4 Search strategy 
The strategy comprised a combination of words and phrases in the English language 
related to: preschool education; outcomes for children and families; and research 
categories (see Appendix 1). An initial decision was made to search three databases 
– ERIC, which is a very wide-ranging database on all aspects of education; British 
Education Index, for a UK perspective; and Business Source Complete for an 
economics perspective. An option was maintained for searching additional 
databases, should the above strategy prove inadequate. However, in practice, it 
proved difficult to reduce the size of the datasets from the three databases searched 
to a manageable amount, and a wide range of useful material was retrieved, so no 
further searches were undertaken. 
The searches were undertaken by the second author, who also undertook an initial 
screening using the inclusion criteria listed below. Table 1 lists the outcomes of 
these searches. 
Table 1: Outcomes of searches 
Database 
Initial results 
(reduplicated) 
Selected on initial 
screening 
ERIC and BEI (Proquest) 4,880 331 
Business Source Complete 249 50 
Note:  Because ERIC and BEI were on the same host, it was possible to run the search on 
both simultaneously. 
 
The listings were sent to the first author, who selected the material according to the 
following categories: 
 Essential 
 Possibly useful for further data 
 Unnecessary. 
Eighty-four documents were then obtained, supplemented by material already 
possessed by the first author. A list of these documents is appended as Annex 2. 
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In addition to the electronic searches, the first author included material based on: her 
own library; her knowledge of reports by think tanks and interested parties; and her 
personal contacts. In this expert review, the first author used her knowledge of the 
topic (Lloyd, 2012a), coupled with judicious citation tracking and searches of 
government research documents in the National Archives.  
The searches of the economics literature were supplemented with references 
provided by Professor Mike Brewer, a member of the JRF Task Group overseeing 
the programme, in the course of the review process. 
Six initial inclusion criteria were adopted, with all categories required for a study 
abstract to be included: 
1. Published after 1997 
2. In English 
3. A research study or a review of research studies (except for categories 5e-f, 
which might be government or interested-party reports) 
4. Concerns out-of-home care for children from birth to the age of compulsory 
education in the country under study 
5. Describes either universal provision or provision targeted at the poorer 
sectors of society 
6. Either: 
a) presents academic, cognitive or well-being outcomes for participating 
children at some point during or after their period of compulsory education 
b) presents economic or socio-economic outcomes for participating children 
after leaving school 
c) presents economic outcomes for parents/families of participating children 
d) presents employment outcomes for mothers or single parents of 
participating children 
e) analyses the childcare market in the country under consideration, 
considering any of: service quality, affordability, accessibility, workforce 
f) gives costings for out-of-home care. 
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The quality of the reporting on sample, methods, analysis and results in the empirical 
study abstracts collected were assessed initially to determine whether to consider 
the full-text studies. This decision was prompted by the vast literature to be studied 
within the limited review timescale. However, major determinant for inclusion was 
how well studies matched the review questions.  
Just as in the REA approach, a PICO analysis (Government Social Research 
Service, 2013) was applied to such abstracts in the first instance, asking four 
questions concerning: 
 Population under study 
 nature of the Intervention 
 Comparison group to test impact  
 Outcomes reflecting review questions. 
The abbreviation PICO represents the initials of the four areas, Population, 
Intervention, Comparison group and Outcomes, about which information must be 
included in the paper under review in order for it to qualify for in principle inclusion.  
Another major factor has influenced the selection of studies to underpin this review’s 
conclusions and recommendations; this is ECEC delivery models, and will be 
discussed in the next section.  
The authors acknowledge the risks of bias inherent in the approach adopted for this 
review and have borne this in mind in formulating their conclusions and 
recommendations. 
1.5 ECEC provision in the UK: early education 
The basic features of the UK ECEC system, such as the different types of provision 
that together make up the early childhood service system, are much the same for the 
four countries making up the UK, although their distribution, the proportion of each 
type of provision within the system as a whole and their uptake differ for each 
country. The school starting age, on the other hand, has traditionally varied between 
Northern Ireland, where it is the lowest at 4 and mainland Britain, as have other 
aspects of schooling.  
After the 1998 devolution, local jurisdictions gained the ability to legislate in the area 
of early childhood policy and practice, notably around the curriculum, workforce 
qualifications and funding streams. Continual change since 1997 is a feature of 
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these areas in all four nations (Clark and Waller, 2007; Baldock et al, 2009). Each 
collects its own annual ECEC statistics, which are available from the UK National 
Statistics Publications Hub (UK National Statistics, 2013) as well as from the four 
separate national education departments. Registration, inspection and regulation are 
conducted by autonomous bodies, Ofsted for England, Estyn for Wales, the 
Education and Training Inspectorate in Northern Ireland and Her Majesty’s 
Inspectorate of Education in Scotland. Children- and childcare-related tax provisions 
and parental leave policies remain Westminster’s remit and are therefore the same 
for the four nations. 
Administrative responsibilities at central and local level have been integrated within 
Education and within Children’s Services Departments respectively, but funding 
systems remain split between those for early education services for three and four 
year olds and now also targeted two year olds, and childcare services for young 
children and school-age children. Another area characterised by splits is that of 
inspection, certainly in England. In its 2012/13 annual report (Ofsted, 2014, p.17), 
Ofsted proposed far-reaching reforms in this area, having noted that the different 
inspection regimes for early education delivered in maintained schools as opposed 
to day nurseries and childminders, made it difficult for parents to compare quality. 
Splits in this system are also manifest in a traditionally parallel strand of primarily 
family support services for families with young children (Lloyd, 2012b). This means 
that a social welfare strand of provision is prominent alongside early education and 
childcare provision strands. Within the social welfare strand of provision, early 
childhood and care services may also be delivered, as in some Children’s Centres 
(National Audit Office, 2009). Each strand of provision also has an associated 
workforce whose training, qualifications and deployment differ from those in other 
strands (Miller and Cable, 2008).  
All forms of provision illustrated in Table 2 can be found in each nation, albeit in 
different proportions. The main differences are in the way early education is 
delivered and supported in the four nations. 
At the time of writing, under the Coalition Government, all English 3 and 4 year olds 
have an entitlement to 15 hours of early education for 38 weeks annually, funded 
centrally by a supply-side subsidy directly to schools, private-for-profit and private-
not-for-profit group settings and childminders, provided these are registered with 
Ofsted and prepared to work within the Early Years Foundation Stage Programme 
(EYFS) (Department for Education, 2014). This programme framework for 0 to 5 
year olds extends to the end of primary reception year. Independent schools, free 
schools, faith schools and academies can all apply for dispensation to deliver their 
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own – approved – early childhood curriculum as long as they implement the 
safeguarding provisions of the EYFS. There is targeted educational provision for 2-
year-old children (Gibb et al, 2011), introduced after a pilot under the previous 
government (Smith et al, 2009a; Maisey et al, 2013). The aim is to provide 15 hours’ 
free education to up to 40% of targeted 2 year olds by 2014/15 in schools, day 
nurseries or pre-schools, or with childminders.  
In England progress of children experiencing the EYFS programme is measured in 
primary school at the end of reception year when children are 5 years old. This is 
done by teachers using the Early Years Foundation Stage Profile, a non-
standardised measure of developmental progress (Department for Education, 2014). 
Scotland (Family and Childcare Trust, 2013; Naumann et al, 2013) provides 12.5 
hours’ free early education weekly to all 3 and 4 year olds for 38 weeks annually. 
This adds up to 475 hours. The plan is to extend this entitlement to 600 hours 
annually by August 2015 and include 27% of targeted 2 year olds. 
Northern Ireland has the lowest compulsory school starting age, 4. Children are 
entitled to one year of early education in nursery classes, schools or private 
provision, and there is a 95% uptake rate for this. Towards the end of 2013, the NI 
Department of Education produced a framework document (Department of 
Education, 2013) to set out future plans for ECEC. 
Wales regards the years 0 to 7 as the foundation years and in its latest early 
childhood development plan support for the expansion of ECEC is incorporated 
alongside support for young children’s health and wellbeing, primary education for 
this age group and wider family support (Welsh Government, 2013). As part of its 
Flying Start programme, disadvantaged 2 year olds may receive early education. 
The differences in the four nations’ current early education entitlements for 3 and 4 
year olds have been summarised by Gambaro et al (2014, Table 2.1, p. 31). This 
table is reproduced in a slightly adapted version as Table 2. 
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Table 2: Early education entitlements in the four UK nations 
 England Wales Scotland Northern 
Ireland 
Hours per week 15 10 12.5 12.5 
Time Usually term 
time 
Term time Usually term 
time 
Term time 
Starting age 1st term after 3rd birthday 
Setting Maintained and private-for-profit and not-for-profit sector, including 
childminders 
Notes: Includes 
provision in 
Reception 
classes 
Includes 
provision in 
Reception 
classes 
 Compulsory 
school starting 
age is 4 
 
Statistics produced by the Department for Education in England biannually 
(Department for Education, 2013a) now contain rich details about numbers of 3- and 
4-year-old children benefiting from publicly funded ECEC provision not only by 
provider type and by local authority, but also by Ofsted inspection ratings and by 
staff qualifications. Nevertheless, it remains hard to form a complete picture from the 
statistics of the uptake, cost to parents and possible combinations of different 
settings (e.g. childminder and nursery class) that the same children attend (Smith et 
al, 2009b). Hence regular surveys commissioned by the DFE since around 1997 
provide complementary qualitative and quantitative data exploring parental views on 
early childhood provision (Huskinson et al, 2014) and the employment conditions, 
training and qualification of the early childhood workforce in England (Brind et al, 
2012a). 
Few other research reports provide an in-depth analysis of the current situation in 
each of the nations, though a 10-year-old policy analysis by Cohen et al (2004)and a 
recent international review of ECEC policy, delivery and funding for the Scottish 
Office (Naumann et al, 2013) provide good discrete data on both England and 
Scotland. There are also several surveys on the situation in Scotland (Hay, 2007; 
Family and Childcare Trust, 2013).Overall, the high uptake of universal early 
education in England since 1997 is viewed as a great success (Faulkner and 
Coates, 2013), although its reach has not extended to all poor children, as will be 
highlighted in Chapter 2 of this review. 
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1.6 ECEC provision in the UK: childcare 
The situation regarding childcare in the four countries making up the UK is as 
follows. A demand-side subsidy in the form of childcare tax credits to parents aims to 
enable parents to buy additional ‘wrap-around’ childcare for 3 and 4 year olds and 
some 2 year olds outside the free entitlement, as well as childcare to cover the first 
two years of their children’s lives and later out-of-school and holiday provision. The 
situation regarding the provision and availability of this demand-side/parent subsidy 
support for childcare provision is identical in the four nations. This model poses a 
major challenge for parents as the subsidy is paid retrospectively through the tax 
credit system, so that parents still need to find the full fees for such childcare at the 
point of delivery (Penn and Lloyd, 2013; Thompson and Ben-Galim, 2014). The UK 
is one of only three European countries where this parent subsidy system is 
operated in this way; the other ones are the Netherlands and the Republic of Ireland, 
although in the latter, this system only affects certain parents (Penn and Lloyd, 
2013). 
An employer voucher system has been in operation for a number of years, but is 
being phased out in favour of tax relief on childcare costs for all parents (Rutter and 
Stocker, 2014, p 6). About two-thirds of parents who pay for formal childcare do not 
receive any government support with costs from employer vouchers or tax credits 
(Butler et al, 2014). 
Both Naumann et al (2013) and an important report on social inclusion in European 
ECEC systems by Bennett and Moss (2010) include data on ECEC format and use, 
as well as population statistics, key socio-economic data, employment systems, 
parental leave policies and school starting age, as they all play a role in 
contextualising uptake and quality data. We will return to this issue in chapter 4. 
Table 3 is based on summary data from the most recent early years survey of 
parents in England, 2012 (Huskinson et al, 2014) and lists use of formal and informal 
early education and care by children aged 0 to 7. The survey team checked the 
definitions used by parents against the providers’ details, as in previous surveys 
there had been confusion around the classification of ‘day nurseries’ as ‘nursery 
schools’. They urged caution in interpreting the data on the use of reception classes, 
as parents of 4 year olds using these services, were not likely to classify them as 
childcare. As this review focuses primarily on the youngest age groups, only those 
data are provided here. The different forms of provision can be found in all four UK 
countries, but only the breakdown for England is provided here. 
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Table 3: Use of childcare providers by age of child (based on Huskinson et al, 
2014, Table 2.3, p. 41) 
Age of child 0–2 3–4 5-7 
Base:  all children 1,161 1,346 1,284 
Any childcare 58% 91% 71% 
Formal providers* 37% 88% 56% 
Informal providers* 35% 31% 32% 
No childcare used 42% 9% 29% 
*  These two rows add up to more than the ‘Any childcare’ row because many families use 
both types of provision 
Formal providers ranged from maintained nursery schools and classes to nannies, 
via day nurseries, maintained reception classes, breakfast and after-school clubs 
and childminders. Between 2011 and 2013 the most frequently used formal provision 
for children aged under 2 was a day nursery, 19%, and for 3 to 4 year olds a primary 
reception class, 22%. The use of informal providers decreased when children 
reached the age of 3 and started their early education. Grandparents formed by far 
the largest group of informal providers at 28% for under 3s and continued to fulfil an 
important role in the care of 3 and 4 year olds, where they cared for 24%, and in the 
care of 5 to 7 year olds, where they cared for 23%. 
When analysed by parental income, this survey (Huskinson et al, 2014, Table 2.5, p. 
47) confirms a 27% lower take-up of early education or formal childcare by children 
with parents in the lowest annual income bracket – 41% in families with an annual 
income of less than £10,000 – compared to that in the highest income bracket – 68% 
of families with an annual income of over £45,000. The rates of informal childcare 
use increased in parallel with parental income levels. 
The use of informal care primarily reflects parental preferences, but also evidences 
difficulties in constructing a coherent package of childcare and early education, 
where appropriate, that fits in with parents’ working hours, particularly where it 
involves the youngest children. This is confirmed by other studies (Bryson et al, 
2011; Rutter and Evans, 2011a, b). Overall, the picture remains unclear.  
For many international reports, including those produced for OECD and EU 
purposes (OECD, 2006; Bennett and Moss, 2010; Penn and Lloyd, 2013), ECEC 
data from England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland are still amalgamated into 
a UK profile. Arguably, for the questions this review attempts to answer, any 
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structural differences between the four nations’ ECEC systems are less important 
than trends and features that apply to the UK as a whole.  
Such trends and features include child poverty levels, by region, over time, by family 
work status and by family structure (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2013), 
geographical differences in access, affordability and quality of provision and the fact 
that the four ECEC systems consist of a mixed-market economy where the 
maintained, private-for-profit and private-not-for-profit all play a role in the regulation, 
funding and delivery of services (Penn, 2007).  
Lawton and Thompson (2013, p. 26) provide a good overview of the current UK 
ECEC policy framework and its recent history. They note some of the interface 
problems between the supply-side subsidy that is the early education entitlement 
and the parental tax credit subsidy, a demand-side subsidy, which supports the 
purchase of childcare within the ECEC market. These will be explored further in 
Chapter 3, which discusses the role of ECEC in enabling parental employment in the 
UK.  
Chapter 4 discusses quality issues from the UK’s early childhood service system, the 
mixed market economy, and the issue of ECEC service quality and its impact on 
poor children’s access to provision. 
1.7 Summary and conclusions 
The provision of good-quality, affordable and accessible ECEC services creates 
three potential pathways for impact on child poverty prevention and elimination. It 
promotes young children’s intellectual development, leading to better educational 
outcomes and life chances overall. It may facilitate parental – notably maternal – 
access to the labour market, thereby strengthening young families’ economic 
wellbeing. By eliminating social and cultural inequalities and underachievement and 
including children from minority communities or with additional physical or learning 
needs, ECEC can also promote social justice.  
Most European early childhood service systems are characterised by both short-term 
economic wellbeing and long-term social mobility and social justice aims (Penn, 
2009, 2011a). Policy rationales are affected by prevailing attitudes (Plantenga and 
Remery 2009, p.53), national politics (Moss, 2012a) and changing perspectives on 
the role of welfare states (Hemerijck, 2012).  
Only good-quality ECEC has long-term beneficial effects for poor children, while the 
impact of poor quality is proportionally greater for them. The availability of sufficient, 
affordable and high-quality early childhood provision interacts with local job 
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opportunities and the benefits system in determining whether dual- or single-earner 
families with young children can escape or avoid family poverty through paid work.  
In all four countries of the UK, the ECEC system involves state, private-for-profit, not-
for-profit and informal providers. While part-time term-time early education is free at 
the point of delivery for 3- and 4-year olds and some disadvantaged 2-year olds, 
parents otherwise pay high childcare fees, which may be only partially and 
retrospectively reimbursed. The detailed data provided for England highlight issues 
with the English ECEC system which are also characteristic of the systems in 
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. 
While current early childhood policy aims to promote social mobility, economic 
wellbeing and social justice for poor children, official statistics confirm that they still 
access less early education and affordable, high-quality childcare than better-off 
children. 
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Chapter 2:  Early childhood education and care and social mobility 
 
In this review for JRF, we have set out to answer the following three questions in 
relation to social mobility:  
 Does research evidence suggest that ECEC (ECEC) provision improves poor 
children’s educational outcomes and social and emotional development? 
 Does research evidence suggest that ECEC has longer-term consequences 
for poor children’s economic and social life chances? 
 How does research evidence suggest that any barriers to poor children’s 
ability to benefit from ECEC provision should be addressed? 
In this chapter, we attempt to answer these questions on the basis of robust 
evidence for ECEC’s impact on social mobility. In doing so, evidence from UK 
studies is foregrounded over international research, given the review’s overall aim of 
informing UK anti-poverty strategies in this area. International research is referred to 
where its findings usefully complement those from UK studies. As improvements in 
social mobility have been primarily associated with the developmental impact of early 
education, this relationship becomes the focus here, although in some of the 
research referred to, childcare and early education are not differentiated. The 
pathway between early childhood provision and children’s economic wellbeing is 
primarily associated with the provision of childcare, and most of its discussion is 
reserved for Chapter 3. 
The latest report in the series of childcare and early years surveys of parents in 
England that have been commissioned by the government since the late 1990s, 
offers some important data on uptake of ECEC by children in deprived areas and by 
poor children across England between 2011 and 2013. In deprived areas, less than 
half of all children aged 0 to 14 used formal childcare and only 41% of children in the 
poorest income quintile did so. Compared to the period 2010/11: 
Formal childcare increased from 38 per cent to 44 per cent in the most 
deprived areas, rose from 48 per cent to 54 per cent in areas in the middle of 
the deprivation distribution, and fell from 67 per cent to 60 per cent in the least 
deprived areas. 
(Huskinson et al, 2014, p.12) 
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Whereas 41% of children in families with an annual income of under £10,000 
received formal childcare, 68% of children in families with an annual income of 
£45,000 or more did so (Huskinson et al, 2014, p.46). These figures serve as 
important contextual information against which to assess the research evidence 
presented in this chapter. 
Since 2009, the ‘level of development’ of English children receiving publicly funded 
early education has been assessed by their teachers at the end of their primary 
school reception year. Their tool is the Early Years Foundation Stage Profile 
(EYFSP) (Department for Education, 2013b). A revised version of this profile was 
piloted before being introduced in late 2013 (Cotzias et al, 2013). The 2014 Ofsted 
early years annual report noted (Ofsted, 2014) that in 2013 only just over a third of 
children from low income backgrounds reached a ‘good level of development’ as 
measured by the revised EYFSP.3 There remained a gap in outcomes between 
children from low-income families and their better-off peers (Ofsted, 2014, p.21).  
The inspectorate’s report also drew attention to the fact that in disadvantaged areas, 
far fewer providers were judged good or outstanding than in more advantaged areas, 
and, in the main, that early years provision did not succeed in closing the educational 
gap between poor and better-off children living in these areas, thus affecting their 
likely longer-term outcomes. In the next sections of this chapter we examine whether 
research since 1997 can shed light on the factors responsible for this persistent state 
of affairs. 
2.1 Research on ECEC and social mobility 
In order to identify the mechanisms by which the experience of ECEC provision may 
impact on poor children’s social mobility, we need to examine studies that deal with 
the interaction between ECEC services and a wide range of variables associated 
with the children themselves: length of weekly attendance; number of years of ECEC 
experience; their age at entry; their home environment; and teacher/caregiver 
qualifications, experience and employment conditions (Melhuish, 2012). In Chapter 
4, we examine in more detail how these and other factors may be associated with 
ECEC quality.  
                                            
3
A good level of development is defined as achieving at least the expected level within the three prime 
areas of learning: communication and language; physical development and personal, social and 
emotional development; and the early learning goals within the literacy and mathematics areas of 
learning (Ofsted, 2014, p. 22). 
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All studies reviewed here include a focus on poor children; most have been selected 
via the search strategy described in Chapter 1. While a brief description of the nature 
of the population, sample, methodology and findings of each study may be provided 
here, it should be assumed that the study met this review’s wider inclusion criteria 
set out in Chapter 1 and in Annex A, which are not repeated here. The most robust 
evidence is obtained from empirical intervention and evaluation research employing 
comparison groups to measure impact, as well as from longitudinal cohort studies. 
This evidence is best interpreted within the wider framework of survey research on 
service uptake and parental attitudes towards ECEC provision. 
Although we focus primarily on UK research, we have chosen to highlight first some 
findings of an influential systematic review of recent empirical studies from Europe, 
the US and elsewhere in the industrialised world by Burger (2010). The dual 
rationale for doing so is that his paper’s adoption of a systematic review 
methodology resulted in reliable and transparent evidence and because Burger’s 
conclusions about the reporting and possible methodological quality of that research 
evidence are important to the interpretation of these studies. 
Burger (2010, p.160) concluded that the evidence showed that most centre-based 
larger-scale ECEC programmes had considerable short-term and fewer longer-term 
positive effects, and that these trends were even more pronounced for poor children. 
Yet they could not completely compensate for the impact of disadvantages 
experienced in the home learning environment. Therefore these programmes’ ability 
to establish true equal educational opportunities for all children was limited, 
irrespective of whether they were targeted or universal.  
Burger sounded a strong note of caution about the quality of research in this area. 
He strongly recommended that in future research, the differential effects of factors 
such as institutional quality, pedagogical curricula, age at entry and duration and 
intensity of ECEC experience should be more clearly disaggregated (2010, p.161), in 
order to achieve higher research quality standards. This conclusion about poor 
reporting quality in the area of early childhood research echoes those of a systematic 
review of studies on the benefits of integrated early education and care to which the 
authors of the present review contributed (Penn et al, 2004).  
Also important was Burger’s exclusion from the review of some of the major 
longitudinal US studies of ‘demonstration programmes’ that have greatly influenced 
ECEC policy making in Anglo-Saxon countries during the last quarter century 
(Heckman et al, 2006). This decision was justified on the basis of their relative lack 
of external validity (Burger, 2010, p.144) as compared to quasi-experimental studies 
of larger-scale programmes which more closely approximate children’s ‘real world’ 
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experience. These demonstration programmes were developed to scale-up 
nationally in the USA. Another reason was that these model programmes were not 
confined to early childhood education and/or care services, but actually consisted of 
two-generation approaches which involved working with and supporting the 
children’s mothers. In fact, these programmes offered an extended range of 
services. These US studies will be discussed briefly later in this chapter. 
In the UK, the importance of ECEC for poor children’s development first became 
evident in the 1958 National Child Development Study. This is a birth cohort study of 
17,000 children born in the same week in England, Scotland and Wales (Elliott and 
Vaitilingam, 2008), whose participants were most recently studied in 2013 at the age 
of 55. An analysis of factors that promoted poor children’s development into 
adulthood (Blow et al, 2005), using data from the same cohort study, identified long-
lasting cognitive effects of ECEC attendance in tests taken during their school 
careers, as well as small gains in employment status and wages compared to their 
parents, when these children reached adulthood (Blow et al, 2005, p. 7). In contrast, 
early small effects on social skills faded out in this cohort. A similar lack of socio-
emotional effect would later also be demonstrated in the EPPE study discussed 
below. Interestingly, the study by Blow and her colleagues calculated the effect of 
ECEC on wage gains in those children’s later adult life to be around 3%, compared 
with a 6% increase due to an extra year of schooling later during their educational 
trajectory.  
The British Cohort Study (BCS), which follows more than 17,000 children born in the 
same week in 1970 in England, Scotland and Wales, yielded findings on the 
developmental impact of early disadvantage which proved very influential on policy 
and practice. Feinstein’s analysis (2003) identified that at the age of 22 months, the 
development of children from poor families already lagged behind that of their better-
off peers in the BCS and that this gap was even wider at age 5. By age 6, even the 
highest achieving poor children were overtaken by better-off peers who had initially 
been low achieving, and this effect was still apparent in terms of their position within 
the labour market at age 26.  
Although his analysis did not focus on the impact of any ECEC experiences, it did 
illustrate the cognitive gap that has to be closed by good-quality ECEC in the case of 
disadvantaged children. Note that at the time these data were collected, British 
children did not yet have universal access to publicly funded early childhood 
provision.  Feinstein’s conclusions (2003) regarding social mobility, based as they 
were on findings from a single measure, were heavily criticised by other researchers 
(Jerrim and Vignoles, 2011), but nevertheless continue to inform policymaking in this 
area, as do several other important papers establishing evidence for the longer-term 
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impact of ECEC on cognitive development in both these cohorts (Feinstein et al, 
1998; Goodman and Sianesi, 2005). 
One of the more recent analyses of the longer-term impact of ECEC is based on 
data from yet another cohort, born in 1990 and recruited into the Longitudinal Study 
of Young People in England (Apps et al, 2012). This study also established a clear 
link between the experience of early childhood provision with cognitive test scores in 
adolescence, at ages 11, 14 and 16, factoring out other explanatory variables. The 
impact was particularly marked for disadvantaged children. Regrettably, no detailed 
information on the types of settings that children used was available, or on setting 
quality or weekly number of hours attended by these children.  
The results for aspects of social and emotional development were less clear-cut. 
ECEC attendance was associated with a slightly greater likelihood of being in higher 
education or employment at age 21. The authors acknowledged (Apps et al, 2012, 
p.24) the need for further research to establish the ‘transmission channels of the 
effects’. Citing findings from these three cohort studies here, even though the initial 
data collection was done outside the reference period for this review, was deemed 
important by us, because of the interesting data reported on the differential long-term 
impact of ECEC for poor versus well-off children.  
2.2 The impact of ECEC attendance on children aged 3 and over 
Several findings from the first two UK cohort studies mentioned above would be 
echoed in the first longitudinal study exclusively focused on the impact of ECEC 
provision on children’s development, the Effective Provision of Pre-School Education 
(EPPE) project. Evidence from this major English longitudinal study specifically 
commissioned to investigate the impact of pre-school education on the socio-
emotional and cognitive development of children aged 3 to 7 years (Sylva et al, 
2004a, b) continues to exert a major influence on policy and practice decisions 
regarding UK ECEC provision.  
The EPPE project 1997–2003, using a quasi-experimental and mixed-methods 
approach, studied 3,000 children attending 141 group settings; these were not, 
however, a representative sample of the English population. The settings were 
selected from six English local authorities in five different regions of the country. This 
sample was stratified for provider type and geographical location and included local 
authority nursery schools and classes, local authority and private day nurseries, 
playgroups/pre-schools and integrated centres providing care and education, 
alongside a ‘home’ group of children lacking such an experience as a comparison 
group (Taggart et al, 2000). Apart from standardised tests on the children 
Early childhood education and care and poverty 
22 
themselves at 3, 4–5 and 7 years of age, other factors analysed by means of 
observations and interviews included the home learning environment, parental and 
setting characteristics and aspects of practice. Twelve case studies of settings where 
children’s outcomes were good were included in this phase of the project, and they 
served to illustrate the importance of particular pedagogical practices.  
The EPPE 3–7 study identified preconditions for ECEC to have a positive impact on 
children’s development at primary school Key Stages 1 and 2 (4–5 and 7 years), 
including that of poor children. The three main areas of investigation were: a) the 
developmental impact of attendance; b) the impact of setting quality and practices; 
and c) the impact of the home learning environment. The main findings in each of the 
three areas that formed the focus of this study were as follows (Sylva et al, 2004b): 
1.  Developmental impact 
 The enhanced cognitive and social developmental effects of pre-school 
experience were still evident in the early years of primary schooling, 
with children starting before age 3 showing even greater effects. 
 There was no difference in impact between full- and part-time 
attendance. 
 Good-quality provision benefited disadvantaged children significantly, 
especially if the settings attended included a mixture of children from 
different social backgrounds. 
2.  Impact of setting quality and practices 
 Setting quality significantly influenced both cognitive and social 
development into Key Stage 1, but was no longer significant for 
social/behavioural development at the end of this stage. 
 High-quality pre-school experiences had the longest-lasting 
developmental impact. 
 The advantages of attending a high-quality setting persisted until age 
7. 
3.  Impact of the home learning environment 
 The educational quality of the home learning environment, e.g. reading 
to the child, teaching children songs and nursery rhymes, promoted all 
children’s development. 
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 The home learning environment was more important than parents’ 
social class or levels of education, though these were also related to 
children’s development, and its effects persisted until age 7. 
 Parenting styles were influenced by children’s gender and parents 
engaged more often in specific learning activities with girls. 
The impact of the home learning environment proved very important. A later paper 
from the same research team exploring the effect of the home learning environment 
on children’s cognitive outcomes in the EPPE 3–7 study via multi-level modelling 
(Melhuish et al, 2008) cited the National Institute of Child Health and Development 
Early Childcare Research Network’s longitudinal study (2006). One of the reliable 
findings of this US study indicated that: 
Typically, for cognitive outcomes, the effect sizes for preschool childcare are 
only about a half to a third as large as those for parenting.  
(Melhuish et al, 2008, p.96) 
However, the quality of settings attended by the EPPE 3–7 sample also interacted 
with the home learning environment (parenting) in influencing cognitive outcomes 
and Melhuish et al (2008, p. 104) recommended further research in this area. Recent 
research has provided an overview of optimal strategies for promoting a good home 
learning environment among a wide range of families with young children (Siraj-
Blatchford and Siraj-Blatchford, 2010).  
Another EPPE 3–7 finding of note was that the home background of children who 
had no experience of early childhood provision differed significantly from that of 
children who had. Therefore, it was not possible to deduce that the lack of this 
experience was responsible for the ‘home’ group’s much more limited developmental 
progress at age 7. The research team concluded, however, that the beneficial impact 
findings for children who did attend early childhood provision was strong and 
convincing (Sylva et al, 2004b, p.3).  
Given the definition of ECEC and other methodological criteria employed in the 
present review for JRF, there are several limitations to the ability of the EPPE 3-7 
study design to answer this review’s questions. As the focus was on early education, 
at that time only delivered in group settings, childminding was excluded from the 
study; the nursery schools and nursery classes (over)sampled for this study did not 
deliver full-time services. Most importantly, no direct measurements, but only 
retrospective parental accounts, could be collected on the children’s experience 
before age 3.  
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The EPPI 3-7 study led to a follow-up: the Effective Pre-School and Primary 
Education 3-11 Project (Sylva et al, 2008). This demonstrated that the effects of pre-
school experiences were still felt at the point where children transitioned to 
secondary education, when child and family factors were controlled for. Service 
quality yet again proved key to positive outcomes (Hall et al, 2009). 
For all social outcomes, the benefits of pre-school were greater for boys, for pupils 
with special educational needs (SEN), and for pupils from disadvantaged 
backgrounds. However, for some of the outcomes, notably English, mathematics and 
‘hyperactivity’, only pre-schools of medium or high quality had lasting effects. Finally, 
the higher the value-added academic effectiveness of the pre-school attended, the 
better the longer-term outcomes for children. Attending any pre-school has lasting 
benefits for ‘pro-social’ behaviour and academic outcomes, but the effects are largely 
carried by medium- to high-quality pre-schools. Children who did not attend pre-
school and those who attended low-quality pre-school showed a range of poorer 
outcomes at age 11 (Sylva et al, 2008, p.iii). 
Ultimately, the EPPI 3-7 cohort was followed up till the end of compulsory schooling, 
thus providing a rich database on the impact of ECEC on children aged 3 and over. 
The Effective Provision of Pre-school, Primary and Secondary Education (EPPSE) 
3–16 project had an explicit focus on how experiences in pre-school, compulsory 
schooling and home learning experiences could reduce inequality (Siraj-Blatchford et 
al, 2010). It had been informed by a pilot study of disadvantaged children 
‘succeeding against the odds’ (Siraj-Blatchford, 2010). The EPPSE 3–16 study again 
confirmed the crucial role played by parents from every community providing 
practical and emotional encouragement and support, independent of their 
educational levels and socio-economic status. This interacted with the impact of 
good-quality early childhood provision on children’s educational trajectories. Girls 
remained more likely than boys to benefit from a good home learning environment. 
The Early Years Transition and Special Educational Needs (EYTSEN) project was a 
separate study linked to the EPPE 3–7 project and using the same data (Sammons 
et al, 2003). This focused on children at risk of developing special educational needs 
(SEN) in terms of their cognitive development. This appeared strongly related to the 
experience of ‘multiple disadvantage’ in terms of child, family and home environment 
characteristics. Multiple disadvantage was defined as the experience of, for example, 
child and parental ill health coupled with low income, all risk factors for poor child 
outcomes. Again, risk was lessened by parental support and attending good-quality 
early childhood provision. All these findings have continued relevance for early 
childhood policy and have informed more recent policy making. 
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Relatively recently, the design of the EPPE 3–11 study was repeated in Northern 
Ireland. The Effective Pre-school Provision in Northern Ireland (EPPNI) project 
identified similar positive effects on cognitive development (Melhuish et al, 2013) as 
the English studies. Also worth noting here is that the EPPSE 3–16 project findings 
on the importance of ECEC for poor children’s development echoed those of the 
1958 National Child Development Study.  
There has been a longstanding need to supplement EPPE project research findings 
with data on the role of ECEC in promoting the development of children aged under 
3. The Millennium Cohort Study (MCS) (Dex and Joshi, 2005) permits such an 
analysis, as well as a more in-depth exploration of the ways in which disadvantage 
impacts on poor children’s development and whether ECEC can ameliorate these 
effects. In the next section, relevant MCS findings are discussed alongside those 
from other relevant studies that meet this review’s inclusion criteria. 
2.3 The impact of ECEC attendance on children aged under 3 
In an important analysis of the effects of early maternal employment and a parallel 
early entry to non-parental care on child outcomes, Gregg and his colleagues (2005) 
traced impacts on cognitive development among the Avon Longitudinal Study of 
Parents and Children (ALSPAC), now known as the Children of the Nineties study 
cohort, when these children were aged between 4 and 7. Overall, there were some 
small negative effects on development related to full-time care initiated before 
children were 18 months of age and these were primarily related to the use of 
informal rather than formal care.  
Among this cohort the proportion of mothers returning early and using only informal 
care for their children was small, only 6%. No negative effects were found from part-
time work or childcare beginning after the child reached 18 months. Negative effects 
were more prevalent among children of better-educated mothers, whose 
development showed no positive enhanced effect of ECEC attendance, than 
amongst children with less-well-educated mothers. This suggested to the 
researchers that the beneficial effects of higher income in poor families counted 
more heavily than the impact of an early start in ECEC (Gregg et al, 2005, p.74).  
The authors also noted how small these negative effects actually were compared to 
those reported in USA studies. They considered that these results possibly reflected 
better maternity leave provision in the UK compared to the USA and more part-time 
working for mothers in the UK. This would result in few children experiencing an 
early entry into non-parental childcare in the early months of infancy, and among 
those, there would be fewer experiencing full-time childcare. The paper’s policy 
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recommendations included the promotion of part-time maternal work as well as 
improved access to quality childcare. Since this ALSPAC cohort accessed childcare, 
much has changed in its availability and quality, so these findings must be 
interpreted within their historical context. The authors expanded their discussion and 
exploration of the issues raised by these findings in a 2008 analysis (Gregg et al, 
2008). 
The sheer complexity of the interactions between setting and child characteristics 
and the difficulty of establishing cause and effect is illustrated by the case of the 
apparent lack of impact of ECEC quality on 4-year-old children’s development 
reported as part of the National Evaluation of Sure Start (NESS). In 1998, the then 
Labour Government started the roll-out of Sure Start Local Programmes (SSLPs) in 
all four countries of the UK in order to reduce child poverty and social exclusion. By 
2004, 524 SSLPs had been established in the 20% most deprived communities in 
the UK. These programmes targeted families with children aged 0-4. From 2005, this 
programme was reconfigured so that SSLPs became part of a much larger number 
of Children’s Centres being established nationally in every community, offering family 
support services and in some cases ECEC. From 2001, the National Evaluation of 
Sure Start explored all aspects of the development of the original complement of 
SSLPs (Belsky et al, 2007a).  
As part of this evaluation, the nature, quality and impact of ECEC provision and its 
impact on a range of 3-and 4-year-old children’s outcomes was studied in 150 
deprived SSLP areas (Melhuish et al, 2010), using as comparator MCS settings 
(Mathers et al, 2007). Outcomes included measures of child physical health, 
cognitive and language development, social and emotional development and 
Foundation Stage Profile (FSP) results. The FSP was a precursor of the Early Years 
Foundation Stage Profile introduced in 2008. This study found only one significant 
developmental result, namely that: 
After taking into consideration pre-existing family and area background 
characteristics, the analyses indicated that the higher the pre-school childcare 
quality, the higher the child’s attainment in language development as 
measured by the BAS ‘Naming Vocabulary’ scale (italics in original). 
(Melhuish et al, 2010, p.v) 
Surprisingly, this was the only significant outcome finding related to overall provision 
quality. It applied across different subgroups of the population of children studied, 
e.g. to those with single parents as much as to those growing up with two biological 
parents. In view of the importance of language development to all later learning and 
achievement, this finding led the research team to emphasise the importance of 
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enhancing the quality of those aspects of childcare most closely related to language 
development for children growing up in disadvantaged areas. They recommended 
improving staff training as a route towards such improvements.  
The Millennium Cohort Study findings form an important source of information on the 
impact of ECEC on poor children aged under 3. The approximately 19,000 children 
recruited to the Millennium Cohort Study (MCS) in 2000/01 were part of the first 
generation to have experienced the universal roll-out of early education for 3 and 4 
year olds under the 1997 Labour Government. This roll-out was completed in 2004, 
the same year that the offer of free education to targeted 2 year olds was mooted 
(Smith et al, 2009a). This UK-wide cohort study thus avoided two of the main 
interpretational drawbacks of the EPPE project. It is a representative study which 
collects observational, health and psychometric data on children from birth (Roberts 
et al, 2010), and it over-samples areas with high densities of ethnic minorities and 
large numbers of disadvantaged families (Dex et al, 2005). So far, five surveys of 
this cohort have been conducted, gathering data on the children at 9 months and 5, 
7 and 11 years.  
A study using regression analyses of the association between childcare received by 
MCS children in the first nine months and cognitive and behavioural outcomes at age 
3, found positive impacts which varied with the type of childcare and whether 
children suffered from disadvantage (Hansen and Hawkes, 2009). Formal group 
care, in day nurseries, was associated with better scores on a measure of school 
readiness, but only for the advantaged groups (these included children in two-parent 
families, girls and children with better-educated mothers). However, there was 
evidence of a positive but small effect for disadvantaged groups, including families 
on benefits. The authors nevertheless concluded that formal group care at a very 
young age can reduce educational inequalities between advantaged and 
disadvantaged children when they reach the age of 3. 
However, in later analyses, the picture changed somewhat, and led to the conclusion 
that, at age 5, MCS children from lower-income families with less-educated parents 
did worse than other groups despite the impact of ECEC experience (Hansen, 2010, 
p. 214). Skinner (2011) summarised the main consistently positive and negative 
factors associated with MCS children’s development at age 5, as measured by the 
Early Years Foundation Stage Profile (EYFSP). Among the positive factors were 
being a girl, some formal childcare experience up to age 3 and parental income. 
Becker (2011) argued that the findings on ECEC and vocabulary development at age 
5 indicated that ECEC experience did not help MCS children with less-educated 
parents to catch up fully with their better-off peers. Without such experience, 
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however, the gap between children of better-and less-educated parents would grow 
even larger. 
Kiernan and Mensah (2011) also used EYFSP data (Qualifications and Curriculum 
Authority, 2008) collected at age 5 to show that negative impacts of both episodic 
and persistent poverty could be mediated by positive parenting, a finding that yet 
again echoes the importance of support for parenting and for the home learning 
environment already identified in the EPPE project. 
A logical next step was a study of the type and quality of 301 childcare settings used 
by a subsample of MCS children in 2005 (Roberts et al, 2010). Less-advantaged 
children turned out to be less likely to attend formal group care, but if they did, its 
quality tended to be superior to that used by more advantaged children. The authors 
were unclear whether the government’s investment in ECEC services had improved 
the prospects for advantaged and disadvantaged children alike, however. While 
good-quality ECEC could make a difference to poor children, the most pervasive 
impact affecting their lives remained that of other aspects of their immediate 
environment. 
In the MCS’s poorest households, where children were experiencing multiple 
disadvantage, children’s development started to lag behind their better-off peers, so 
that by age 5 their vocabulary scores were nearly a year behind those of better-off 
children, according to Blandon and Machin’s (2010) analysis of the impact of family 
background factors. These authors reached the very important conclusion that poor 
children in the MCS were doing no better, as far as pre-school factors were 
concerned, than children in the 1970 or 1980 cohorts (p.167).  
At age 5, MCS children from ethnic minority communities displayed a large gap in 
early cognitive development compared to White children. But they tended to live in 
poorer households than White children and have less-educated parents, so the 
impact of poverty also proved to be a major explanatory factor in relation to this 
particular gap (Dearden and Sibieta, 2010, p.183). 
Although not directly related to the impact of ECEC, a study of multiple risk factors in 
family background, including parental or child ill health and single-parent family 
status during MCS children’s first year of life (Sabates and Dex, 2012), usefully 
complements other Millennium Cohort Study evidence. Of the 10 separate risks that 
these authors identified, 28% of families were experiencing two or more, which was 
likely to lead to negative impacts for children’s cognitive and behavioural 
development at ages 3 and 5. The impact of low family income, which was treated as 
a separate risk, was very similar. Special attention was paid to the prevalence of 
multiple risks among ethnic minority families. The highest rates were found among 
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Bangladeshi families, followed by Black African and Pakistani families, whereas 
Indian families in the MCS were least affected, even less than White families 
(Sabates and Dex, 2010, p.22). 
Among other non-ECEC-focused analyses of Millennium Cohort children’s early 
cognitive development, a study by Dickinson and Popli (2012) found that by age 7, 
consistently poor MCS children experienced a cumulative negative impact on their 
cognitive test scores which placed them 10%lower than other children, even when a 
wide range of background factors, including the home learning environment, were 
eliminated from the equation. Persistent poverty was also shown to undermine 
cognitive development of MCS children in another study; this effect proved even 
greater than that of family instability (Schoon et al, 2011).  
Non-ECEC-related data from another, even earlier, survey similarly add to the body 
of evidence on the impact of poverty on young children’s intellectual development 
and hence on the size and nature of the gap ECEC is expected to close. The authors 
of a comparison of data on household income and other aspects of family 
disadvantage from the Children of the Nineties (Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents 
and Children – ALSPAC) cohort study (Gregg et al, 2008, p.i) observed that ‘poor 
children are disadvantaged at age 7 to 9 across the full spectrum of outcomes, the 
gradient being strongest for cognitive outcomes and weakest for physical health’, 
and that this situation carried significant risks for later outcomes.  
Gregg and his colleagues argued (p. i) that ‘narrowly targeted interventions are 
unlikely to have a significant impact on intergenerational mobility’. Arguably, ECEC 
services are akin to a narrowly targeted intervention, unless delivered as part of a 
wider package of parenting and family support services such as may be delivered in 
Sure Start Children’s Centres (Lloyd, 2012b). Waldfogel and Washbrook (2010), in a 
paper for the Sutton Trust, also argue forcefully that ECEC services will struggle to 
close the gaps in poor children’s cognitive development that were identified in the 
Millennium Cohort Study. This paper includes an analysis of the impact of physical 
and mental maternal and child health factors. 
In the light of these findings, coupled with the EPPE projects’ findings about the 
impact of the home learning environment reported above, a case could be made for 
the importance of a two-generation approach in which ECEC provision is combined 
with support for parents, especially to help them improve the home learning 
environment. Just such an approach was adopted in the US in the initiative that 
came to be known as ‘Early Head Start’ (Love et al, 2005), which was aimed at 0 to 
3 year olds and their families. Where the offer of centre-based care was 
complemented with home visits, the programme’s evaluation found increased 
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interaction between parents and children, with positive developmental impacts 
(Melhuish et al, 2008, p.108).  
2.4 The impact of poverty on ECEC uptake 
There is evidence suggesting not only that poor children may be less well positioned 
to benefit from ECEC provision, but that family poverty may also interfere with its 
uptake. As noted in Chapter 1, since the late 1990s, comprehensive data on parents’ 
take-up, views and experiences of using ECEC for their young children has been 
collected in England to monitor the effectiveness of the 1998 National Childcare 
Strategy (Department for Education and Employment, 1998) and to inform further 
ECEC policy developments. This has been achieved by means of the biannual 
series of representative parent surveys of which the 2011/12 survey (Huskinson et 
al, 2014) is the latest. From 1998, a biennial survey of childcare providers has 
complemented this parent survey series. The 2011 provider survey (Brind et al, 
2012a) is the latest in this series.  
These surveys in turn complement the quarterly statistical data on uptake of places 
in childcare and on early education published by the Office for National Statistics in 
partnership with the Department for Education. These statistics consistently confirm 
the success of the roll-out of free early education; already by January 2010, almost 
all eligible 4 year olds (98%) and the vast majority of eligible 3 year olds (92%) in 
England were benefiting from the entitlement to free early years provision (Speight et 
al, 2010a, p. 2). However, given the particular emphasis on improving access for 
children from disadvantaged backgrounds (HM Treasury, 2004a; HM Government, 
2009), official concern was mounting about the lower and incomplete uptake of the 
free entitlement to early education among the poorest children.  
Therefore the Government commissioned two secondary analyses of the combined 
data from the 2008 and 2009 surveys in the Childcare and Early Years Survey of 
Parents series. These were aimed at exploring possible reasons for this state of 
affairs. The first study (Speight et al, 2010a) focused on the barriers to taking up the 
free early education offer among disadvantaged families.  
The focus of the second analysis (Speight et al, 2010b) was overall use of formal 
ECEC among families experiencing multiple disadvantage, this being a factor 
already identified as most likely to hamper children’s social mobility. As with all 
surveys, it is likely that the most disadvantaged families are underrepresented, as 
these are the most difficult to reach with survey methods (Levitas et al, 2007). Such 
families might include those in temporary accommodation or where an adult is 
suffering from physical or mental illness. 
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Altogether, 13% of all 3- and 4-year-old children in the most disadvantaged families 
were missing out on their early education entitlement (Speight et al, 2010a). 
However, many 4 year olds were already attending primary reception classes and 
only 5% were missing out on early years provision altogether, whereas 24% of the 
most disadvantaged 3 year olds missed out. Children from lower-income families, 
including in certain ethnic minority communities, children in larger families (with three 
or more children), those with unemployed mothers and those with mothers without 
any academic qualifications were all less likely to receive the free entitlement.  
Once differences in socio-economic status had been factored out, the effects of 
family ethnicity, a child’s disability, special educational needs (SEN) or gender were 
no longer significant (Speight et al, 2010a, p. 3). Just as among the MCS cohort, 
children living in disadvantaged areas were also less likely to access the free 
provision. Most likely to do so were children in lone-parent families or with a mother 
in work. The three main reasons for lack of uptake identified in the report were: 
 a low awareness of free early education entitlement, particularly among 50% 
of the most highly disadvantaged families. 
 low knowledge of local providers and quality of provision among highly 
disadvantaged families. 
 in highly disadvantaged families, more likelihood of general constraining 
factors such as lack of availability at local providers rather than choice or one-
off circumstances. 
Parents who appeared aware of their children’s entitlement to free early education 
gave different reasons why they nevertheless did not take up a place:  
Parents of 47% of children mentioned personal preferences, parents of 33% 
of children reported various constraining factors such as lack of places at local 
providers, and parents of 20% of children mentioned one-off circumstances 
such as being on holiday in the week the survey asked about. 
(Speight et al, 2010a, p.5) 
The conclusions of this study shed further light on several factors implicated in poor 
children’s lower uptake, which would require a broad strategy to overcome them: 
In addition, the way the entitlement to free early years provision is delivered 
through a range of providers appeared to have an impact on its uptake by the 
disadvantaged families. Parents from disadvantaged families were more likely 
to mention lack of availability of places at local providers and other 
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constraining factors than those from families in better circumstances. There is 
some evidence to suggest that some types of providers (e.g. nursery classes 
attached to schools) might be more easily accessible by disadvantaged 
families than others (e.g. day nurseries), which means that there may be 
fewer options open to disadvantaged families with regard to where to take-up 
the entitlement to free early years provision than to families experiencing no 
or little disadvantage. 
(Speight et al, 2010a, p.5) 
Given this evidence, the conclusion is warranted that addressing aspects of the 
delivery mechanism for ECEC provision, the mixed economy of childcare, may go 
some way towards promoting poor children’s uptake of early education. There 
appears to be a preference among disadvantaged families for placing young children 
in maintained provision and it is less likely that they will use childcare services which 
are additional to the free entitlement. 
Promoting the uptake of early education among poor children, to enable them to 
catch up with their peers by the time they started school and increase their social 
mobility, the Labour Government planned another major ECEC initiative in England: 
the early education for disadvantaged (now ‘funded’) 2 year olds programme (Smith 
et al, 2009a). In the light of an EPPE 3-7 project finding that starting ECEC at or 
before the age of 2 appeared beneficial, this was targeted at poor 2 year olds. This 
initiative remains the current Coalition Government’s major child poverty initiative. 
2.5 Extending early education to disadvantaged 2 year olds 
Before examining the findings of the evaluation of the education for disadvantaged 2 
year old initiative, it is worth drawing attention to a re-analysis of the EPPE 3-11 
study (Sylva et al, 2012). This concluded that there were no discernible longer-term 
outcomes for poor children who started ECEC at age 2: 
The findings showed that differential effects of attending pre-school at age 2 
compared to age 3+ were not evident, in either academic or social-
behavioural outcomes, for children eligible for Free School Meals (FSM), and 
for children whose mothers have low educational qualifications compared to 
those with mothers who have higher educational qualifications. 
(Sylva et al, 2012, p.5) 
The early education for disadvantaged 2 year olds programme (Kazimirski et al, 
2008; Smith et al, 2009a) was first piloted between 2006 and 2008. Between 7 and 
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10 hours of free early education during 38 weeks annually was made available for 
13,500 disadvantaged 2 year olds in group settings and with childminders in 34 
English local authorities. Even before the evaluation findings had been published, 
from 2009 onwards, early education for some 20,000 disadvantaged 2 year olds was 
rolled out in all 152 English local authorities (Gibb et al, 2011).  
The Coalition Government elected in 2010 committed to continuing this programme 
of 7 to 10 hours of free early education for disadvantaged 2 year olds. In 2011/12 a 
trial was undertaken in 15 local authorities of new approaches to delivering instead 
15 hours of free early education. Next came the roll-out of 15 hours of free early 
education for up to 130,000 disadvantaged 2 year olds from September 2013. This 
was followed by a commitment to extending this to up to 40% of 2 year olds, 
comprising some 250,000 children, by September 2014. But how strong was the 
evidence that this initiative made a difference to poor children’s cognitive and social 
development? 
Apart from collecting data direct from the children taking part in this early education 
pilot, the evaluation adopted a quasi-experimental approach to gathering different 
types of data on the initiative’s impact. This was done via a survey of families, quality 
assessments of the early childhood settings used by these children and in-depth 
qualitative interviews with a sub-sample of parents (Smith et al, 2009a). Prior to the 
impact study, a mapping study (Kazimirski et al, 2008) was conducted to explore 
how the 34 local authorities went about implementing the programme by identifying 
eligible families, matching them with settings and encouraging them to use the 
available places. 
The evaluation matched pilot children to a sub-sample of children selected via Child 
Benefit Records in disadvantaged areas of England where no pilot was running, to 
assess the impact of the early education experience. The initiative appeared to have 
been quite well targeted, since of the pilot families, 73% lived in the 20% most 
disadvantaged electoral wards in the country and 92% experienced one or more 
disadvantages.  
While 90% of parents continued using the place for their child for the full 38 weeks 
that it was available, families disproportionally represented among the 10% who 
dropped out included low-income parents, parents of children with disabilities or SEN 
and non-working single parents. So the parents least likely to take up a free early 
education place for their child were in the very groups the initiative had targeted.  
Psychometric tests were carried out on the children in the pilot and in the 
comparison groups during a first interview with a parent when the children had just 
turned 2 and then again when children finished the pilot at age 3. Overall, no 
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significant developmental differences could be discerned, until additional analyses 
revealed a significant relationship between vocabulary development and the quality 
of the setting that children had attended. But only about 20% of settings participating 
in the initiative were of high quality. This finding led the research team to a key 
conclusion about the unrealised potential of the initiative: 
For these children (who between them represent around two-thirds of all pilot 
children) the effect of the pilots was to significantly improve their language 
ability scores (from 45.8 to 49.4 on average). This is equivalent to moving a 
child from the 34th percentile for language development to the 46th 
percentile.
4
 What this suggests is that, had the pilot local authorities been able 
to secure more places in relatively high quality settings, then the pilot would 
have had a considerably larger impact overall. 
(Smith et al, 2009a, p.4) 
This conclusion was translated into a recommendation to the DFE that targeted 2 
year olds should only be placed in settings that were rated ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ by 
Ofsted. To date, local authorities still use settings which are ‘working towards’ this 
rating to deliver early education to 2 year olds, as not enough places are available in 
good or outstanding settings (Mathers et al, 2014).  
Setting quality also played a role in the other significant finding, namely that in the 
pilot, parent-child relationships, as reported by parents, were significantly better than 
in the matched comparison group, but only where pilot children attended high-quality 
settings.  
Parental experiences and views of the pilot were largely positive and only a minority 
reported any worries or difficulties. Parents were happy with the feedback they 
received from setting staff about their child’s development and also happy with 
additional services and advice they received, for instance in Children’s Centres. 
Having their child attend an early years setting provided respite, and did in some 
cases improve their physical and emotional health and wellbeing, they reported. It 
gave them a chance to attend classes and other opportunities for self-improvement. 
Some 40% of parents would have liked their child to attend for more hours, but 
couldn’t afford to pay for them. 
                                            
4
 Percentiles represent the values below which a certain proportion of people fall e.g. here the 
34thpercentile illustrates that 34% of children have a language development score that is equal to or 
lower than 45.8 (the median is equivalent to the 50thpercentile.(Smith et al, 2009a, p. 4) 
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The usual caveats apply to these findings, namely that they derive from parental self-
reports. No observations were conducted as part of this study to examine any 
changes in the relationship between parents and children that could be related to the 
ECEC experience.  
Promoting uptake required successful identification of eligible children. Successful 
strategies for reaching the parents of 1-year-old children who were considered 
eligible for the 2-year-old education offer were obviously also crucial to the success 
of the initiative. Admittedly, the next study reported on here does not fit neatly within 
the criteria employed in the selection of empirical studies for inclusion in this review. 
Its findings are nevertheless useful in setting the impact findings in context and in 
highlighting implementation issues which were key to ensuring positive impacts. 
As an early part of the initial evaluation, six local authority case studies were 
undertaken to investigate how outreach approaches had been designed, managed 
and delivered. Their effectiveness in attracting parents to the scheme was also 
measured (Kazimirski et al, 2008).Three broad categories of parents experiencing 
disadvantage were targeted. For example, parents from black and minority ethnic 
communities or those living in temporary accommodation might be contacted on the 
basis of disadvantage related to broad family circumstances; lone parents or drug-
using parents might be contacted on the basis of parental need; and children with 
additional needs or being looked after might be included on the basis of the child’s 
specific needs (Kazimirski et al, 2008, pp.2-3). 
Worth noting is that in the subsequent national scaling up of this initiative, local 
authorities were much more constrained in their ability to target on these grounds, as 
economic disadvantage became the lead factor determining eligibility. In the 
expansion mooted by the Coalition Government, eligibility for free school meals and 
‘looked after’ status became the main eligibility criteria (Maisey et al, 2013, p.10). In 
the initial mapping study, outreach activities were either delegated to Children’s 
Centre staff or tasked to specific officers by local authorities. Referrals, doorstep 
contacts and indirect marketing were all used:  
Generally the approaches felt to be most successful in reaching the most 
disadvantaged families were: where referral partners identified families, 
because of the use of discretion this allowed; door knocking in disadvantaged 
areas, which had the potential to reach families which were not in contact with 
services  
(Kazimirski et al, 2008, p.3) 
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The first of these two successful strategies, professional partner referral, was also 
identified as a cost-effective strategy to reach target numbers. The research team 
formulated seven recommendations for effective outreach on the basis of the six 
case studies. The first three proved of particular relevance to the wider 
implementation of this targeted initiative:  
1. Build on pre-existing multi-agency relationships. 
2. Build on existing experience of outreach work, or of working with target 
groups. 
3. Engage in personalised and tailored approaches with families. 
 
These recommendations are reflected in the strong case made by Moss (2012b, 
p.42) for the key role that universally provided Children’s Centres ought to play within 
an integrated, inclusive and holistic system of services offering ECEC alongside a 
range of family support services.  
None of the implementation study’s findings suggested that a ‘marketing’ approach 
would be equally or more effective than the sensitive outreach strategies described 
in this report to put early education within reach of poor 2 year olds. Yet in the roll-
out of this initiative, the role of local authorities was much reduced and it was 
primarily left up to providers to attract families to the free provision. The 
implementation study of the initiative’s national roll-out discussed below discovered 
how important such strategies were to a successful uptake. 
The impact of the pilot ECEC experience between ages 2 and 3 was measured 
when the children reached the end of their first year of compulsory schooling, at age 
5. Few significant effects of the pilot study emerged (Maisey et al, 2013). The 
research instrument employed to measure outcomes was the profile scores obtained 
on the EYFSP. The findings did not suggest that the initiative had successfully 
achieved its first aim, namely that poor 2 year olds who had received free early 
education would do better at age 5 than those who had not. This also applied to 
those children who had experienced high-quality ECEC as part of the pilot. 
However, a comparison within the pilot group of children, in which children attending 
high-quality settings where compared to those attending lower-quality settings, 
revealed some statistically significant results. These concerned two sub-scales of the 
EYFSP: communication, language and literacy; and creative development. However, 
the EYFSP (Standards & Testing Agency, 2012), is not a standardised and validated 
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psychometric tool, but is an assessment completed by Reception class teachers for 
up to 30 children at a fixed point in the summer term. This may affect its reliability. 
The authors considered that methodological issues, namely the low numbers of 
children who had attended high-quality settings, were responsible for these effects 
not being more pronounced. Despite evidence that all pilot study children had 
attended settings generally of higher quality than those in the matched comparison 
group, there was no difference in outcomes as measured by the EYFS profile scores 
between the whole ‘experimental’ and the whole control group. This important finding 
proved hard to explain (Maisey et al, 2013, p.31). 
Receiving free education at age 2 had not made enrolment more likely for free early 
education available at age 3, which was the initiative’s second aim, except in the 
case of children in black and minority ethnic families, many of whom were among the 
most disadvantaged. For this group, the follow-up study’s evidence suggested a 
positive effect on take-up. Meanwhile, the initiative had been rolled out across the 
country, without an opportunity to examine and if at all possible address these issues 
further in the interests of poor children’s outcomes. 
A case study approach was also adopted for yet another DFE-commissioned study 
of the initiative. The implementation study started when this initiative was rolled out 
in all 154 English local authorities from 2009 (Gibb et al, 2011). It is discussed here 
for the same reasons that the mapping study discussed earlier was included in this 
review, namely its relevance to the subject of this chapter, even though it does not 
strictly meet the methodological criteria applied in the rest of this review. This next 
study’s focus was on the perspectives of local authorities, different types of childcare 
service providers and other key stakeholders, not on children and parents 
themselves. The eight case study areas included rural and urban settings and 
differed in levels of deprivation and other aspects. 
In terms of managing the delivery process, local authorities had to balance the needs 
of families and children as they perceived them with what providers within the local 
childcare market were willing to offer (Gibb et al, 2011, p.6). For instance, some 
authorities only offered 10 free hours, in order to enable more families to benefit. 
Some providers, especially those who offered a full-time and year-round service, 
such as private day nurseries, were reluctant to participate in view of the fact that the 
offer was only for 10 to 15 hours and operated only during term time.  
The acceptability of the subsidies offered also differed in line with prevailing costs 
and fees in any one area. All these issues were related to provider sustainability 
within particular local markets. In very disadvantaged areas, with low demand from 
parents for additional childcare services and correspondingly low childcare fees, the 
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2 year old funding made a key contribution to centre running costs, particularly in the 
case of Children’s Centres. 
In terms of targeting the offer, the research findings contradicted the government’s 
preferred strategy of employing administrative datasets, which was mentioned 
above: ‘Use of local knowledge and professionals’ expertise was seen as a much 
more effective outreach strategy’ (Gibb et al, 2011, p.6). Poor children living in 
temporary accommodation proved difficult to reach, as did those living in rural areas. 
In view of the ‘short shelf life’ (Gibb et al, 2011, p.7) of quality assessments, which 
were typically valid for no more than around a year, local authorities were reluctant to 
rely entirely on Ofsted ratings in engaging with providers. The research team 
predicted future problems in recruiting sufficient numbers of suitable providers to the 
scheme when extended. 
Childcare providers tried to be flexible to accommodate parents’ and children’s 
needs. They tended to view local authority support in a positive light, while also 
noting gaps (for example, they wished for more information on and resources for 
children with disabilities and additional needs). For many private providers, the 
initiative posed new challenges:  
In some cases they were made aware of families’ needs and risks and had to 
use this knowledge to provide adequate support for the children, work with 
parents to improve their ability to engage with their children’s learning, and 
refer parents to other agencies and professionals.  
(Gibb et al, 2011, p.8) 
The research team recommended that local authorities offer appropriate support to 
such private providers in order to enable them to participate effectively or at all in the 
programme. Children’s Centres proved the most adept at structuring care and 
support packages to deal with poor children’s and families’ diverse and often 
complex needs and ensure that they benefited optimally from the service. Given the 
key role they played in coordinating such family support in these local authorities, the 
research team concluded that the success of this aspect of the service would 
depend on their continuing availability to carry out this role (Gibb et al, 2011, p.9).  
The findings echoed those of related research, such as further analyses of the EPPE 
project data (Hall et al, 2009, 2013), about the need for high-quality provision if the 
experience is to have an impact on cognitive and social development. High quality is 
closely related to practitioners’ training, qualifications and employment conditions 
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(Nutbrown, 2012), but the initiative itself cannot be shown to have led to change in 
this area.  
At least in the targeted initiative discussed in this section, the poor 2 year olds were 
often found places in provision also attended by more advantaged children; such a 
social mix has been shown as important to children’s development in the EPPI study 
(Sylva et al, 2004a). However, in less-advantaged areas, this was more difficult to 
achieve than it was in more advantaged areas. In both cases, this was due to the 
operation of the local ECEC markets. In a more recent qualitative study of London 
working-and middle-class parents’ use of ECEC for their young children Ball and 
Vincent (Ball and Vincent, 2005; Vincent and Ball, 2006) highlighted the different 
choices open to parents in different income brackets in two London areas and the 
resulting impact on the settings’ social mix. Any policy recommendations will need to 
take account of the growing social segregation between the diverse settings 
delivering early education. 
The 2 year old education initiative was very successful in terms of uptake and liked 
by parents, but the findings corroborated the conclusions from survey research 
(Speight et al, 2010a) that intensive and sensitive outreach was needed to promote 
uptake of free early education by most poor children. Taken together, these research 
findings warrant the conclusion that the government had little to go on in the way of 
clear evidence for the initiative’s short-term impact on children’s development, its 
main aim, when it committed to its major extension from 2012. Or rather, the 
evidence was clear that prevailing childcare market conditions would hamper the 
identification of sufficient places in settings rated good or outstanding by Ofsted. On 
the basis of these findings from a range of studies of the 2 year old initiative, it would 
be hard to predict any longer-term positive outcomes for social mobility unless major 
quality improvements were achieved among settings, including improving practitioner 
training levels. Indeed, in a recent report for the Sutton Trust, a team of Oxford 
academics recommended that the initiative be suspended until greater quality could 
be assured by the skilling up of practitioners (Mathers et al, 2014). 
2.5 The role of UK Children’s Centres 
Given the importance attached to the role of Children’s Centres in both the pilot and 
the roll-out of the early education for disadvantaged 2 year olds initiative, we have 
chosen to discuss briefly here their current status, even though ECEC services 
themselves are only delivered in a minority of centres (Goff et al, 2013; House of 
Commons Education Select Committee, 2013). 
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Their presence is concentrated in disadvantaged areas, as confirmed by the 2011 
DFE survey of childcare and early years providers (Brind et al, 2012a). This survey 
noted that while the provision in Children’s Centres of in-site full daycare had 
continued to decrease compared to previous such surveys,  
...those that continued to operate remained heavily concentrated in the 30 per 
cent most deprived areas. Seven in ten children’s centres offering on-site full 
day care were located in the 30 per cent most deprived areas (71 per cent), a 
proportion that has remained stable since 2008. The skew towards deprived 
areas stems from the historic requirement for centres in these areas to 
provide full day care, while children’s centres outside the most deprived areas 
were under no such obligation. 
(Brind et al, 2012a, p.25) 
This situation appears to be in conflict with the Coalition Government’s stated 
requirement for Children’s Centres to focus services more on the neediest families 
(DfE, 2011). To this end, the DFE also removed the ‘ring fence’ for Children’s Centre 
funding in favour of early intervention grants. In a review of the early impact of this 
policy shift (Lord et al, 2011, p.ix), the authors recommended to policymakers that 
they ‘continue to recognise the value of “universal” services as an opportunity for 
children’s centres to engage with parents’. 
This is evidence of an emerging consensus among official bodies (National Audit 
Office, 2006, 2009) and other researchers (National Children’s Bureau, 2013; 
Waldegrave, 2013) that the operations, notably the financial ones, of Children’s 
Centres are in need of improvement in order to ensure positive impacts for poor 
children and families. Their potential for playing an important role is not in doubt, 
however. 
It is beyond the scope of this review, unfortunately, to explore their contribution to the 
wellbeing of poor children and their families further, not only since at present only a 
limited number of them offer ECEC, but also because robust research is lacking, 
though an evaluation of Children’s Centres is currently underway (Goff et al, 2013). 
Next we discuss relevant international evidence of ECEC’s impact on poor children. 
2.6 ECEC’s impact on poor children’s development: international evidence 
The influential systematic review by Burger (2010) of recent empirical studies from 
Europe, the US and elsewhere in the industrialised world measuring ECEC’s impact 
on the cognitive development of children aged 2 and over, was already mentioned at 
the start of this chapter. Notable were his findings on the poor reporting quality of 
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much ECEC research, possibly reflecting poor study design, and on the lack of 
external validity of many of the US longitudinal studies which have been highly 
influential in influencing policy in English-speaking countries. 
Recent European research on the role that ECEC can play in closing the educational 
gap between poor and better-off children has also been summarised by Gambaro et 
al (2014), although the authors do not provide methodological details about the 
reviewed research. Again, the effects appear greater for disadvantaged children, 
though details are not given. The authors noted that the studies they identified 
mostly focused on universal systems of early education for 3 to 6 year olds, but that 
the effect of formal ECEC on children aged below 3wasmuch less frequently 
measured. If studied, however, quality was again found to be a precondition for any 
positive impact. 
A major report on ECEC provision for poor children across Europe, including in non-
European Union nations (Bennett et al, 2012), included an extensive literature review 
which applied transparent inclusion criteria. This noted how limited the information 
about these children actually was. Importantly, as well as identifying the barriers to 
poor children’s participation, this report summarised best evidence for engaging poor 
children and families in good-quality ECEC. This was translated into six policy 
recommendations: 
 a universal entitlement to publicly funded, affordable ECEC provision from 
the end of parental leave or at least by the age of three or four years. 
 the integration of ECEC systems (regulation, administration and funding) 
that promote more equitable access and a more unified approach to 0-6 
provision. 
 a combination of high-quality ECEC centre-based provision and parent 
support programmes (family health, parent education, counselling, adult 
education). 
 a valued, well-qualified and adequately supported workforce. 
 inter-agency cooperation between ECEC centres, health and social 
services, and local authorities. 
 a political commitment toward democracy, equality and civil rights. 
(Bennett et al, 2012, p.7) 
While recognising that few European nations have as yet incorporated every one of 
these policies into their ECEC systems, the report made a strong case for the 
realisation of such aspirations. It also drew attention to the need to link ECEC to 
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employment, health and other social policies aiming at resource redistribution if poor 
children are to benefit optimally (Bennett et al, 2012, p.48).  
While the influence of European ECEC research has not been all that prominent, 
since the 1960s, major longitudinal studies of three US ECEC programmes have 
played a key role in informing ECEC policy rationales in the UK (Department for 
Education and Employment, 1998). These are the Chicago Child-Parents Centers 
programme, the Abecedarian project and the HighScope Perry Preschool Program 
(Lazar et al, 1982; Barnett, 1995; Karoly et al, 2005). In an EPPI-Centre systematic 
review, Penn and her early years systematic review group colleagues (Penn et al, 
2006) provided a critique of this literature, reaching similar conclusions to those 
proposed by Burger (2010) in terms of their limited relevance to present-day ECEC 
policy making.  
While bearing in mind Burger’s (2010) conclusion regarding the limited external 
validity of these studies mentioned above, they will nevertheless be discussed here 
briefly. These studies explored ECEC’s long-term economic impact. The first study 
was a matched-control study. Developmental progress on entry to kindergarten 
among a large sample of 5- to 6-year-old children with experience of the Chicago 
Child Parent Centers was compared to that of children without such experience 
across a number of schools. The children at whom demonstration programmes were 
aimed were almost all poor African-American children. 
A remarkable characteristic, at least in the area of ECEC research, of the second 
and third of these three longitudinal studies was the employment of a fully 
experimental, randomised controlled trial design. Both were small-scale studies 
nevertheless. While all three were two-generation programmes offering activities and 
services to mothers and children, only the Abecedarian project offered full-time 
ECEC provision to children aged 0 to 5, so in principle enabling mothers to take 
employment. All three studies yielded a cost-benefit analysis which claimed that the 
programmes had clear long-term economic benefits in terms of children’s social 
mobility: 
It is widely assumed, and widely quoted by politicians and policymakers, that 
early childhood interventions in particular are effective and bring returns in the 
order of seven dollars saved for every one dollar spent. These savings do not 
appear to be apparent until the children who received the intervention reach 
adulthood. 
(Penn et al, 2006, p.1) 
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The Abecedarian project provided the most extensive intervention and also showed 
the most marked results, but did not include impact on juvenile and adult crime 
ratings, the major cost saving in the other two longitudinal studies. It was those 
which generated the headline findings most intensively used to influence policy 
(Penn et al, 2006, p.3). The major cost associated with such crime was actually the 
victim compensation schemes and such findings are still not transferable directly to 
the UK situation. 
This apparently robust evidence appeared particularly well suited to inform policy, 
and these US cohorts are still being followed up. Consequently, these studies 
spawned a substantial academic literature on the economics of early childhood 
interventions across the world. However, their approach has come in for serious 
criticism (Phipps, 2001). Even the Nobel Prize winning economist James Heckman, 
in a re-analysis of Perry Preschool Program data, concluded that the rate of return 
on its benefits had been overestimated (Heckman et al, 2010, p.127). 
The role of gender in these three projects’ outcomes was the subject of a number of 
contradictory analyses. Anderson (2008) concluded that the positive effects on 
cognitive outcomes and academic and other school-related outcomes were only 
valid for girls, but were non-existent for boys. In contrast, Kelchen et al (2011) came 
to the conclusion that gender made no difference to such outcomes in a meta-
analysis of the three major longitudinal studies complemented by those from other 
ECEC impact studies. Overall, these studies suggest that paying attention to 
possible gender effects is an important component of measuring programme 
effectiveness. 
In contrast to the small-scale targeted interventions explored in the three high-profile 
US longitudinal studies, the US Head Start early childhood programme took a more 
universal approach. Since 1965, the Head Start programme has been rolled out 
across the US for 3- and 4-year-old children in low-income families. The Head Start 
package includes early childhood education, health and family support services. In 
1994, the original Head Start programme was complemented by the creation of the 
federal Early Head Start programme aimed at children aged under 3 and at pregnant 
women (Love et al, 2005; Ayoub et al, 2009).  
In 1998, the US Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) was mandated 
to conduct an evaluation of Head Start to determine its impact on child development. 
As part of the impact study, nearly 5,000 3 and 4 year olds who entered Head Start 
programmes from the autumn of 2002 onwards were tracked over time. The results 
of this evaluation, the 2010 Head Start Impact Study (HSIS or Impact Study), did not 
provide unequivocal evidence of its effectiveness in promoting positive longer-term 
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educational outcomes for poor children (Puma et al, 2010; Gelber and Isen, 2011). 
The academic debate about the extent of Head Start’s impact on school 
performance and its pathways towards other longer-term impacts continues, and 
pertinent research findings are sometimes contradictory (Ludwig and Miller, 2007; 
Hyman, 2011).  
Whereas Ruhm and Waldfogel (2011) found that any positive effects of Head Start 
and other similar programmes were largely confined to poor children and were 
conditional on ECEC provision being of high quality, other authors have argued that 
the longer-term beneficial impact of ECEC may be mediated by children’s 
subsequent schooling experiences (Currie and Thomas, 2000), and that age at entry 
may also play a significant role in longer-term outcomes (Tarullo et al, 2010; Puma et 
al, 2012).  
Duncan and Sojourner (2012) were optimistic about the potential of another 
intervention, the two-year-long and centre-based Infant Health and Development 
Program for low birth weight children from both low-income and better-off families. 
They considered this a worthwhile alternative programme to Early Head Start (Love 
et al, 2005), to close income-based gaps in cognitive ability and academic 
achievement. Its impact was measured by means of a randomised controlled trial, 
which found larger impacts among children in low-income families. 
Burger’s (2010, p.144) objections to generalising from the three experimental US 
longitudinal studies on the grounds of their limited external validity, remain the 
strongest argument against their uncritical use. This argument is also put forward by 
Baker (2011), who, like Cascio (2010) before him, also predicted that if a truly 
universal early childhood programme were to be implemented, its effect on 
disadvantaged children’s longer-term outcomes might be slight. Essentially, the US 
debate continues to be about how to better target ECEC, in contrast to the European 
approach where the academic consensus points more towards universalism 
(Gambaro et al, 2014). The OECD (2011b) analysis of its 2009 PISA (Programme for 
International Student Assessment) data also established positive evidence for the 
impact of ECEC on later school achievements among OECD member states, but the 
issue of targeting versus universal provision did not receive a high profile. 
In the view of the present report’s authors, the US studies, as well as the Early Head 
Start evaluation (Love et al, 2005) do yield some worthwhile evidence on the positive 
impact of two-generation approaches to the promotion of social mobility, i.e., the 
delivery of family support services to parents and children alongside the provision of 
ECEC to children. They also highlight the intensive nature of the interventions 
needed to make the programmes work well for children and their parents. These 
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findings remain of interest in exploring the role that UK Children’s Centres can play 
in facilitating children’s access to ECEC provision and in relation to the wider debate 
around early intervention. 
2.7 Summary and conclusions 
The evidence summarised here strongly suggests that the provision of high-quality 
ECEC must be part of wider anti-poverty strategies to have optimal impact in 
promoting poor children’s social mobility; this is a conclusion also arrived at in other 
studies (Lloyd, 2012b; Portes, 2012). The research explored here suggests the 
conclusion that wide-ranging support for poor families with young children alongside 
the provision of good-quality ECEC would seem to be indicated.  
The kind of support provided in Children’s Centres was briefly discussed in relation 
to this topic. Given the findings reported above on ECEC use among the Millennium 
Cohort and its prevailing quality, it is all the more concerning to find worse cognitive 
and social outcomes, likely to impede social mobility, among poor children in the 
MCS cohort as compared to their better-off peers. Survey research on uptake 
patterns among poor children plays an important role in the interpretation of such 
outcomes data.  
The overall EPPSE 3–16 project findings on the importance of ECEC for poor 
children’s development echoed those of the 1958 National Child Development Study. 
Since the collection of data for the first of the EPPE series of projects, the EPPE 3-7 
study, ECEC attendance has increased dramatically, including that of children 
growing up in disadvantage. From these EPPE project findings follows the 
conclusion that supporting parents bringing up young children in difficult 
circumstances to create a beneficial home learning environment must be an absolute 
policy priority. Equally important is the need to promote ECEC quality if poor children 
are to benefit optimally. The fact that child poverty levels are rising (Brewer and 
Joyce, 2010; Judge, 2012) and living standards deteriorating (Cribb et al, 2013) 
makes public support to ensure high-quality provision even more urgent.  
The roll-out of the Early Years Foundation Stage in 2008 and its revised version in 
2012 appear to have made a difference to programme quality in registered formal 
settings, but in England there are serious concerns that the EYFS is not yet 
delivering the expected educational outcomes as measured by the Early Years 
Foundation Stage Profile at the end of Reception year, notably for poor children 
(Department for Education, 2014; Ofsted, 2014).  
Targeting provision exclusively at poor children, as in the early education for 2 year 
olds initiative, is not a strategy that follows from the findings of the EPPE study 
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described in this section or by other research cited in Chapter 1. It certainly 
contradicts the conclusions of the influential EPPE project reviewed above in respect 
of the need for a ‘social mix’ in ECEC settings. Indeed, the European Commission, in 
the fifth of its recent set of recommendations on children and poverty notes that:  
The most successful strategies in addressing child poverty have proved to be 
those underpinned by policies improving the well-being of all children, whilst 
giving careful consideration to children in particularly vulnerable situations. 
(European Commission, 2013, p.2) 
This position was informed by a major overview of the European literature which 
concluded that: 
a universal service providing good quality programmes for all, in which special 
attention is given to disadvantaged children, is be preferred over separate 
provision focused exclusively on targeted populations.  
(Bennett et al, 2012, p.8) 
As far as ECEC is concerned, a detailed discussion of differential impacts on 
children’s outcomes related to targeted versus universal provision falls outside the 
remit of the present review. But this highly policy-relevant issue will be touched on 
again in chapter five. Moreover, another JRF review (Gugushvili and Hirsch, 2014) 
focuses on a detailed analysis of the benefits of targeted versus universal publicly 
funded provision in general.  
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Chapter 3:  Early childhood provision and economic wellbeing 
In the UK, as in the rest of Europe, publicly supported ECEC has a history going 
back to the 19th century, while their development now tends to be viewed through a 
short-range social policy lens (Scheiwe and Willekens, 2009). The UK is not the only 
nation where there has been a strong compensatory aspect to ECEC throughout the 
20th century, with provision originally aimed primarily at poor children (Lloyd, 2012a). 
In contrast, since World War II, the policy emphasis in the UK and elsewhere has 
gradually shifted to the promotion of publicly supported childcare to enable women’s 
labour market participation and thus strengthen families’ socio-economic position in 
modern welfare states.  
This more recent economic wellbeing rationale for publicly supported ECEC 
provision is the facilitation of parental – notably maternal – access to the labour 
market. This can strengthen young families’ socio-economic position, so helping 
them to avoid or escape present poverty (Duncan et al, 2001a; Brewer and Shaw, 
2004; Waldfogel and Garnham, 2008; Lawton and Thompson, 2013). Therefore, we 
set out in this review to examine the availability of robust national and international 
evidence to answer three questions following from this rationale that refer to the 
prevailing UK system and context: 
 Does research evidence suggest that parental labour market participation, 
especially of mothers in single- and dual-earner poor families, is facilitated 
and improved by ECEC provision? 
 What ECEC features and which delivery conditions best promote maternal 
labour market participation? 
 What evidence is there on the costs versus the benefits of promoting 
economic wellbeing through ECEC provision? 
Compared to the size of the body of educational, social policy and psychological 
research available on ECEC’s impact on achieving social mobility facilitated by 
ECEC provision, there are fewer economic studies grounded in empirical evidence 
which address such questions for the UK. This relationship has already been 
explored in depth in several important UK studies (Lewis, 2003; Brewer and Paull, 
2004). 
Unfortunately the poor and confusing reporting in some studies cited in Chapter 2, 
particularly the fact that papers are often not clear about different forms and amounts 
of ECEC provision studied, also applies to some of the literature discussed here. In 
this chapter, we restrict ourselves as much as possible to a discussion of empirical 
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studies, surveys and analyses of major administrative datasets that focus on the role 
of ECEC provision in enabling parental, particularly maternal, employment. Note that 
this means studies of provision for children aged from 0onwards, in many cases from 
the end of maternity leave. Included here are some studies which measure the 
developmental impacts of childcare provided with the express aim of enabling 
maternal employment. As most of the literature in this area discusses maternal 
employment, this will remain the focus in the chapter. However, there are 
considerable gender equality issues inherent in this approach. Moreover, an analysis 
of Family Resources Survey data (Ben-Galim and Thompson, 2013) indicated that in 
dual-earner families, 31% of mothers were by then earning at least as much if not 
more than fathers. They point out that: 
This has implications for many existing policies which perpetuate outdated 
gendered stereotypes of work and care, and which demonstrably fail to 
respond to the daily reality of people’s lives in modern Britain. 
(Ben-Galim and Thompson, 2013, p.2) 
Given that the present review is of existing research, the terminology and approach 
adopted in most research in this area will nevertheless, albeit reluctantly, be used 
throughout. To interpret the evidence for the role played by ECEC provision in 
enabling parental, notably maternal, employment in poor families, it is useful to first 
locate the current employment situation of mothers with young children in the UK 
within an international context. 
3.1 Links between ECEC and maternal employment 
In a report on tackling in-work poverty by supporting dual-earner families, Lawton 
and Thompson (2013, p. 20) compared UK maternal employment rates to OECD 
figures, and found that, for mothers with a youngest child aged between 3 and 5, the 
UK maternal employment rate, at 58%, was lower than the OECD average of 64%. 
Of the UK’s single mothers, only 52% were employed, the third lowest rate among 
OECD member states. In contrast, the 78% employment rate for UK mothers of 
school-age children exceeded the OECD average, which was 73%. 
In their analysis, Lawton and Thompson (2013, p. 26) noted that the size of the effect 
of public ECEC funding on increased maternal employment rates depended on 
contextual factors and cited a study by Uunk et al (2005) in support of their 
argument. Uunk’s comparative study among mothers of 2-year-old children in 13 
European nations established that the provision of public childcare accounted for a 
third of the difference in their employment rates. 
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Two other important points raised by Lawton and Thompson (2013) concern poverty 
in working families and the awkward interface between childcare and the free early 
education entitlement. Low pay and weak wage increases are characteristic of the 
UK employment scene, and two-thirds of poor children live in working households. 
The risk of poverty is less in dual-earner households (Lawton and Thompson, 2013, 
p. 8). Regarding the present public funding system for childcare and early education 
and their interface, these authors concluded that: 
By itself, the current free offer is unlikely to provide enough affordable 
childcare to enable mothers to work except in part-time jobs with very few 
hours, particularly once travel time is factored in. Some families will be able to 
combine the free offer with informal or paid formal care to enable the mother 
to work more than 15 hours. 
 (Lawton and Thompson, 2013, p.30) 
It becomes apparent that in the UK at least, the supply-side funded system of early 
education does not meet even minimal parental childcare needs. The UK currently 
spends about £7 billion on a patchwork of free entitlement, tax credits and childcare 
vouchers, according to Lawton and Thompson (2013, p. 33), while £5 billion is 
quoted as the ‘official’ figure (Department for Education, 2013c), but this conflates 
figures for English early education with tax credit support within the UK as a whole. 
The precise amounts spent in each area of support for parents with young children in 
the individual countries making up the UK are very hard to verify, Moss and Lloyd 
(2013) have argued, so a large margin of error remains. 
This problem was examined in greater depth in an economic analysis of the 
evidence of the impact of state support for ECEC provision restricted to England 
(Brewer et al, 2014). Its authors concluded that: 
…despite the obvious prima-facie case – the evidence that subsidised 
childcare is important in increasing parental labour supply is surprisingly thin.  
(Brewer et al, 2014, p.196) 
This study formed part of the most recent ‘Green Budget’ analysis prepared by the 
Institute for Fiscal Studies. The authors examined the problematic interactions 
between continually and rapidly changing forms of benefits and tax credits and the 
free early education entitlement, suggesting some improvements. They noted the 
current lack of good-quality evidence for the positive impact of such policies on 
parental labour supply, particularly of the demand-side subsidies to parents such as 
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the UK system of tax credits, in adding to parental purchasing power in the childcare 
market.  
The authors concluded that the nature of the mixed ECEC market meant that the 
government’s employment of multiple instruments to achieve ECEC’s multiple 
objectives was inefficient (Brewer et al, 2014, p.193). The lack of clarity about the 
stated aims and objectives of government policy in this area should be addressed as 
a matter of urgency, they recommended. 
 In the Journal of the Institute of Economic Affairs, a politically much more right-
leaning organisation, Paull (2014) also argued some of these points, but from a 
different perspective. She summarised the effectiveness of UK government policies 
to promote parental employment, for instance through free early education and 
childcare tax credits, from the perspective of the current UK childcare market. While 
in her view, such government interventions might be justified in principle: 
…there is a lack of conclusive evidence on whether involvement is justified in 
the UK context and whether current childcare policies help to achieve better 
outcomes or are worth the cost.  
(Paull, 2014, p.31) 
Having argued here and in previous work (Paull, 2012) that equity issues within the 
UK childcare market might be more effectively addressed through targeted 
approaches, Paull concluded this paper by recommending that the government’s 
rationale for investment in ECEC services be further examined.  
Paull (2014) is not alone in questioning the trade-off between investment and costs 
in the case of publicly supported childcare provision. But in this discussion, it is 
especially important to distinguish between early education and childcare, i.e. 
between the outcomes of two separate rationales, not the composite one she posits. 
The evidence for the longer-term pay-offs for social mobility from investment in early 
education is reasonably strong, as evidenced in Chapter 2 of this review. In contrast, 
the evidence for the positive impact on family economic wellbeing arising from 
investment in childcare appears weaker. However, this depends on the perspective 
taken. 
An alternative argument against public investment in childcare, namely that investing 
in a universal publicly funded childcare system may exceed governments’ resources, 
was strongly put forward by Baker (2011). The crux of his argument centred on the 
evidence base for targeted interventions being stronger than that for universal 
interventions, as it derives from experimental studies. But since this evidence is 
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largely confined to the USA longitudinal studies, the same counter-arguments apply 
as proffered by Burger (2010), cited in Chapter 2. 
Paull’s (2014) argument brings us to the heart of a conundrum within economic 
research in this area, the conflicting positions on the value of ECEC as a ‘public 
good’. According to OECD’s comparative study of 20 ECEC systems (2006, p. 249), 
international research evidence supports substantial public investment in such 
provision. Even from an economic perspective, it should be seen as a ‘public good’, 
with economic, fiscal and social benefits for children, families, governments and 
national economies, as Cleveland and Krashinski (2003) argued in a paper for 
OECD. Economic benefits derive from two sources. Firstly, they derive from 
children’s improved educational performance, and secondly, from greater economic 
wellbeing within families with young children where both parents work, fiscal benefits 
accrue as a result of parental tax and national insurance contributions and social 
benefits are associated with children’s wellbeing in good-quality ECEC provision and 
their improved social and cognitive development. 
The concept of ‘public good’ is an economic concept justifying substantial public 
investment in both services themselves and in their infrastructure. In the case of 
ECEC, services and infrastructure are considered key to ensuring equitable and 
universal access for all children irrespective of their parents’ socio-economic 
position, ethnic background, rural or urban location, or health status (Leseman, 
2009; Bennett et al, 2012).  
By and large, such arguments are heard more frequently in Europe (Ellingsaeter, 
2014; Fagnani, 2014; Oberhuemer, 2014) than in English-speaking countries, where 
US economist Heckman’s human capital theory (Heckman, 2000; Heckman et al, 
2006) underpins policymaking in this area. Heckman’s economic theory locates the 
early years as the most important stage in the life cycle, where interventions to 
promote cognitive and non-cognitive skills have the greatest impact in respect of the 
formation of adult skills which will benefit economies (Carneiro and Heckman, 2003). 
This leads him to advocate strongly for investment in early childhood provision. 
This does not mean that Europe has solved the issues surrounding participation of 
poor children, however. Van Lancker (2013, p. 13) has highlighted that across the 
EU, the poorest children aged under 3 participate much less in ECEC provision even 
where systems are universal. This suggests that the UK is not the only EU member 
state where there is still room for improvement in creating and maintaining an 
equitable ECEC model which promotes service uptake by poor children aged under 
3. Van Lancker’s evidence not only casts doubts on European Union member states’ 
ability to fully deliver as yet on the third, social justice, rationale for publicly supported 
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ECEC provision, but also suggests that increasing economic austerity may make 
matters worse. 
The case of Norway may be an exception, as there is reasonably strong evidence 
that increased childcare affordability and availability do play a role both in economic 
wellbeing and in children’s longer-term educational outcomes. Since 2009, all 
Norwegian children aged 1 to 6 – the school starting age – have a legal right to a full-
time place in kindergarten (Barnehage), while the first year of life is covered by 
parental leave policies (Jacobsen and Vollset, 2012). A study of the Norwegian 
ECEC system applying complex regression analyses to data from the longitudinal 
study of mothers and children (Black et al, 2010) produced evidence that attendance 
and maternal employment increased greatly when childcare costs were reduced via 
greater public funding and a stable universal system was created. In turn, these 
developments resulted in improved educational outcomes for children.  
An analysis of the same Norwegian dataset by Havnes and Mogstad (2011) came to 
the opposite conclusion regarding the impact of increased public funding on maternal 
employment levels, however. These authors attempted to demonstrate that 
increased public funding had merely led to the substitution of informal care by formal 
care without affecting maternal employment levels, thus constituting a significant 
cost to government without a commensurate return in tax contributions. While issues 
around promoting ECEC uptake among poor families with young children have 
already been discussed in Chapter 2 on the role of ECEC in promoting social 
mobility, the Norwegian experience illustrates how all three ECEC policy rationales 
can be addressed successfully. Ellingsaeter (2014) illustrated this system’s success 
in attracting poor children. The fastest increase in uptake of ECEC places between 
2004 and 2008 was among low-income groups: 60% of 1-year-old children of 
unemployed mothers, 31% of 1-year-old children with two unemployed parents and 
71% of minority ethnic community children attend. These uptake rates are among 
the highest for low-income groups anywhere. Nevertheless, proportionally more 
children from higher-income groups attended than children from less well-off families 
(Ellingsaeter, 2014).  
Norway opened up its universal and integrated ECEC system to all children, 
irrespective of parental employment status, thereby creating a stable system which 
was not dependent on parental fees for its survival. Of the total 2008 costs,17% were 
covered by parental fees, while 83% were covered by government supply-side 
subsidies. A breakdown of government expenditure revealed that 52% of the costs 
were covered by central state funding, while 31% was contributed directly by 
municipalities. Norway spends about 1% of GDP on these services (Naumann et al, 
2013). 
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3.2 Parental perspectives on ECEC and maternal employment 
So what does research tell us about the role played by ECEC in enabling and 
promoting maternal employment? As in Chapter 2, the primary focus here is on UK 
research, for the same reason that this is most pertinent for formulating 
recommendations regarding UK anti-poverty strategies. Much research explores 
parental views and attitudes in order to model the policy implications of prevailing 
views, coupled with information about living conditions, in relation to employment 
choices and decisions. In this context, it is important to remember factors 
emphasised in their comparative review of childcare systems in 30 European 
countries using EU statistics on Income and Living Conditions data by Plantenga and 
Remery (2009, p. 8), namely how cultural norms may influence demand for childcare 
services and parental employment decisions, and attitudes may vary depending on 
children’s age. 
For instance, a raft of economic and social policy studies, including several 
commissioned by the Department for Work and Pensions (Hales et al, 2007; Bashir 
et al, 2011; Chanfreau et al, 2011; Lane et al, 2011), examined factors considered 
preconditions for maternal employment, such as parental decision-making patterns, 
the nature of maternal jobs and patterns of return after maternity leave. An 
investigation of the role played by childcare in enabling such employment was not 
always a particularly prominent feature of these studies. Analyses of the DWP 
Families and Children (FACS) survey, on the other hand (D’Souza et al, 2008), do 
generate important additional information on attitudes and concerns determining 
parental employment and childcare choices among representative samples.  
Indeed, effects may be different for different sectors of the population and at different 
stages of a child’s development, making it difficult to generalise. An important study 
of lone mothers emanating from the Institute for Fiscal Studies (Brewer and 
Crawford, 2010) found a significant, if small, positive effect on lone mothers’ welfare 
receipt and employment from their 4-year-old children taking up free full-time 
education, although not from the part-time early education entitlement alone. They 
concluded that: 
This suggests that the expansion of public education programmes to younger 
disadvantaged children may only encourage a small number of low income 
lone parents to return to work. 
(Brewer and Crawford, 2010, p.27)  
Asking parents themselves, notably mothers, for their views on combining childcare 
and work is important, but the point at which such information is gathered, whether 
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before or after a return to employment, makes a difference. Actual decisions often 
differ considerably from the intentions expressed previously, as demonstrated in the 
Families, Children and Childcare Study. This was a longitudinal study following a 
sample of over 1,200 English children and their families from birth until school entry 
(Leach et al, 2006). 
A recent non-representative survey for the Resolution Foundation undertaken in 
partnership with Mumsnet (Cory and Alakeson, 2014) explored maternal work 
preferences among employed mothers. The views expressed by these women, 
among whom poor women were underrepresented, were as follows: 
Mothers on lower earnings are more likely to want to work more hours. The 
average gross earnings of mothers who want to work more are less than half 
of those who do not want to work additional hours. This suggests that the 
focus of current childcare policy will do little to increase the employment of 
mothers. 
(Cory and Alakeson, 2014, p.22) 
How does this information compare to the views expressed by employed mothers in 
the latest parental survey on this topic in England (Huskinson et al, 2014)? 
Over one-third (37%) of working mothers said they would prefer to stay at 
home and look after the children if they could afford it, while fifty-seven (57%) 
per cent said they would like to work fewer hours and spend more time 
looking after their children if they could afford it. Over one in five (23%) 
working mothers said they would like to increase their working hours if they 
could arrange good quality childcare which was convenient, reliable and 
affordable. 
(Huskinson et al, 2014, p.24) 
Bearing in mind that poorer mothers were the ones less likely to be in paid 
employment, some other findings from this survey constitute important contextual 
information. First of all, 54% of non-working mothers stated that their preference 
would be to work if they could arrange good-quality childcare which was convenient, 
reliable and affordable (Huskinson et al, 2014, p. 24). But among parents who had 
not used any form of ECEC provision over the last year, its cost was cited 
significantly less frequently (13%) than their wish to look after their children 
themselves (71%) (Huskinson et al, 2014, p. 20). 
The proposition that high public investment promotes maternal employment also 
received support from a review of the international evidence undertaken by the 
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British think tank, the Institute of Public Policy Research (Thompson and Ben-Galim, 
2014). The authors concluded that the degree of public support for childcare 
appeared to be one of the most significant enablers of maternal employment, 
although the findings were not unequivocal:  
It does seem to be the case that in countries where maternal employment is 
relatively low and childcare is relatively expensive, reducing the cost that 
parents pay can significantly increase the number of mothers in paid work.  
(Thompson and Ben-Galim, 2014, p.3) 
This research is cited here because, though not an empirical study or survey itself, it 
presents a good analysis of the wide range of sources consulted. This research also 
put figures on the income lost to the UK government by women’s inability to make 
significant tax and national insurance contributions through adequate employment. 
The authors claim that increasing overall maternal employment by five percentage 
points (up to 62 per cent) would be worth around £750 million annually in increased 
tax revenue and reduced benefit spending. Increasing the proportion of mothers who 
are working full-time rather than part-time by five percentage points (up to 52 per 
cent) would be worth around £700 million a year.  
In the present review, we treat these conclusions with caution, since they virtually 
ignore economic conditions that may negatively affect employment opportunities and 
hence reduce demand for childcare. Currently, employment patterns are rapidly 
changing, while job insecurity is increasing due to the economic recession affecting 
this country; while wages have remained largely static, prices have been rising 
(Browne, 2012; Cribb et al, 2013).  
The perspectives of mothers and fathers reflected in recent surveys suggest that in 
many cases, the availability and nature of employment opportunities, coupled with 
childcare costs, does not render employment financially worthwhile in their eyes. 
Similar observations were made by Hirsch and Hartfree (2013) in a report for JRF on 
the likely impact of universal credit on parental employment decisions. 
If the UK or any country is to create a stable and sustainable system of ECEC 
provision that serves the needs of both children and parents, it should not be open to 
the influence of such fluctuations in the labour market, but should be available 
regardless. As we shall discuss in Chapter 4, it is not just the level of public funding 
for ECEC systems that matters to a system’s sustainability and equity, but also the 
way in which it is allocated. 
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3.3 Improving childcare affordability: the quality/cost conundrum 
Exactly how to increase childcare availability and affordability in order to promote 
maternal employment, while maintaining quality, remains a problematic issue. Some 
interesting approaches have been trialled and documented that are worth reporting 
on here. Within London, where ECEC provision and uptake levels are low compared 
to other parts of the UK, there have been several attempts to try out different 
strategies and mechanisms for promoting maternal employment (Clarke et al, 2011). 
The three year Childcare Affordability Programme (CAP) was launched in 2005, 
initially as a pilot and subsequently evaluated (SQW Consulting, 2009). It had a clear 
child poverty eradication aim, to be achieved by the creation of up to 10,000 
affordable childcare places with childminders and in group settings across 32 
London boroughs.  
Its main method was incentivising providers to offer up to 50% of their full daycare 
places to children from low income families for a minimum of 6 hours a day for 48 
weeks of the year, alongside more flexible provision for parents working atypical 
hours. The CAP paid the difference. Creating provision for children with disabilities 
and transition to work-support schemes also formed part of this programme (London 
Development Agency, 2005). Lack of monitoring data made measuring CAP-05’s 
impact virtually impossible. Nevertheless the evaluation concluded that supply-side 
subsidies did improve access within a diverse market. For example, when a sample 
of 603 participating parents was contacted again in 2010, 175 were found to be in 
work at that point. It is a matter for debate whether this proportion of parents in work 
reflected a good return on investment. 
Despite the evaluation difficulties, in early 2009, the London Development Agency 
agreed a second two-year phase of the programme (Abery, 2011). This was 
designed to test different approaches to help 16,000 out-of-work and single-earner 
couples with household incomes of less than £20,000. The approaches were the 
‘supported’ and the ‘subsidised’ offer. The supported offer consisted of training, 
employment and childcare advice to parents individually in three London boroughs, 
while the subsidised offer consisted of major tax credit contributions to the costs of 
flexible and quality childcare places in four London boroughs. These pilots were 
integrated into the wider programme of child poverty pilots organised by the then 
Inter-Departmental Child Poverty Unit in Whitehall and evaluated as part of that 
programme (Evans and Gardiner, 2011). Relevant findings from this evaluation 
include the conclusion that alleviating income poverty was a key factor in reducing 
child poverty in the pilots and that a range of resources was required to address poor 
families’ diverse needs. 
Early childhood education and care and poverty 
57 
Some of the most interesting findings relating to the quality effect of subsidising 
childcare come from the province of Quebec in Canada and from the Netherlands. 
Using data from two major Canadian longitudinal surveys, two studies (Lefebvre and 
Merrigan, 2008; Lefebvre et al, 2011) examined longer-term impacts 10 years after 
the introduction of the universal childcare support programme rolled out by the 
Quebec government. Within this programme, from 2004 parents paid only up to $C7 
daily for a full-time childcare place in centres or in family daycare for children aged 
1to 4. The full cost was subsidised with public funding to the providers. This study 
found that the numbers of children entering childcare increased steadily, as well as 
the number of hours they attended. Children also entered at a younger and younger 
age, while the settings attended were found to be of medium to low quality (Lefebvre 
et al, 2011, p.24).  
An influential Canadian study by Baker et al (2008) came to similar conclusions, 
namely that this childcare expansion had negatively influenced quality and hence 
children’s outcomes. Compared to the situation in the rest of Canada, maternal 
labour force participation in Quebec definitely increased as a result, as did the 
number of weeks per year that they worked. But neither children’s school readiness 
nor early literacy levels were improved by their ECEC experiences, while there were 
some significant negative effects on aspects of their development at ages 4 and 5. 
There was a perverse incentive for parents to use full-time care for very young 
children, as the subsidy was reduced in cases where part-time uptake was preferred.  
Although Kottelenberg and Lehrer (2013) have questioned whether the negative 
developmental impacts of the Quebec programme affected all participants or only 
children who had entered childcare as an express response to its introduction, 
similar trends towards the uptake of more and lower-quality provision by poor 
families as a result of increased childcare subsidies were noted by Herbst and Tekin 
(2010) in an analysis of USA data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study. 
These authors, too, questioned the longer-term payoffs for government of 
subsidising childcare to promote maternal employment if child development and 
hence social mobility was adversely affected in this way. The concern expressed by 
Ofsted (2014) regarding childcare quality in England raises similar questions. 
The Netherlands introduced significant parental childcare subsidies from 2005, 
coupled with serious attempts at deregulating the provision for 0-4 year olds, when 
Dutch children enter primary school for a two-year early education programme (Lloyd 
and Penn, 2010; Lloyd, 2012c, 2013). Childcare quality was found to have 
deteriorated sharply in the period 2006 to 2009 (de Kruif et al, 2009) and a process 
of reregulation was started. Following the onset of the 2008 economic recession, 
childcare subsidies were reduced; at the start of 2012 a further sharp reduction took 
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place. This not only led to a fall in childcare uptake, but also to a further reduction in 
childcare quality (Akgunduz et al, 2013). The Dutch government seriously and 
publicly questioned whether the modest increases in maternal labour market 
participation rates had been worth the investment (Bettendorf et al, 2012). Currently 
the Dutch government is steadily increasing childcare subsidies alongside the 
implementation of programmes promoting childcare quality. 
Besides such political and economic considerations, actual cost-benefit analyses of 
returns to government from investment in ECEC programmes have also been 
undertaken. Although these may be very useful in informing ECEC policy, in practice 
they remain rare. The limitations of the USA studies that included such analyses 
have already been discussed in Chapter 2. There exists a raft of USA cost-benefit 
studies exploring the impact of ECEC policy decisions at state level, but these are 
less relevant to the present discussion and judging their accuracy is problematic. 
According to recent reviews (Fitzpatrick, 2012; Duncan and Magnuson, 2013), the 
evidence supports few unqualified conclusions. The first study identified fade-out 
among longer-term developmental impacts, while the second study questioned 
whether the returns on maternal labour market participation justified public 
investment in childcare costs. 
By contrast, the evaluation of the Quebec childcare programme reached some 
unequivocal conclusions in a transparent manner. First of all, the impact of funding 
by the province of Quebec disproportionally benefited the Canadian federal, i.e. 
national, government: 
The main beneficiary of the larger tax base of a higher labour supply of 
mothers with young children is the federal government which does not support 
the significant public funding of the program. The policy has some drawbacks 
in terms of social efficiency and equity.  
(Lefebvre et al, 2011, p.1) 
During the fiscal year 2009/10, parents paid approximately 16% of childcare costs 
and the costs of the policy quadrupled over the 10-year period (Lefebvre et al, 2011, 
p. 25). Subsidy levels increased in line with family income, for no clear reason, while 
the reverse would have been more equitable. The authors pointed out that the fact 
that the poorest children whose parents were unable to find work did not benefit from 
public childcare subsidies was not only an equity failure, but also limited their 
chances for improved social mobility through access to quality provision. While 
boosting maternal employment had been the primary policy rationale, positive 
outcomes for children became a real concern. Negative effects on young children 
might have long-term implications for their educational and employment attainments, 
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and this might therefore limit the benefits to government in the longer term, 
compared to any short-term gains from contributions such as tax and national 
insurance resulting from increased maternal employment. 
The Quebec system informed the financial modelling of a number of different funding 
scenarios for the Australian ECEC system recently undertaken by Brennan and 
Adamson (2014). Key features necessary for a well-functioning and effective ECEC 
system identified in their research (p. 2) included high service quality, even if quality 
services cost more to deliver, and the elimination of fees for poor children, which 
must also be paired with specific outreach measures to include them. Although the 
report’s models and recommendations are geared to the particular conditions 
prevailing in Australia, the approach adopted is interesting for a UK audience. For 
the option of a universal and low-fee ECEC system, the authors recommended (p. 
50) a phased introduction over a period of up to 10 years, beginning with access for 
all children in the year prior to school entry and ‘extending progressively down the 
age range’ until full coverage was achieved. 
Cost analyses applying to the UK have mainly been in the area of quality 
improvements and their costs, and are therefore discussed in Chapter 4. One cost 
analysis, though, is included here: a costing provided in a written Parliamentary 
answer in response to an MP’s question inquiring what the cost would be of a 
universal childcare system (Hansard written answers Official Report 15 January 
2014 column 579W childcare costs). Interestingly, the cost provided by the 
Department for Education was for a comprehensive system for England based on 
the free early education entitlement. No mention was made of changes to the current 
system of demand-side childcare subsidies across the UK, although the government 
is currently developing new policies in this area. 
The DFE estimated that providing full-time child care for 50 hours per week for 50 
weeks of the year for all children aged 1 to 4 in England would cost more than £21 
billion per annum. The table supporting this answer is reproduced in full below, 
together with the assumptions made. It was pointed out in a note to the table that as 
government spending on the existing early education entitlement was due to rise to 
circa £3 billion in 2014-15, an additional cost of £18 billion per annum would be 
incurred if this extension were implemented. 
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Table 4: Childcare costs (taken from Hansard Official Report 15 January 2014 
column 579W childcare costs) 
Age Size of 
cohort1 
Hours per 
year2 
Take-up of hours 
assumption3
 
(percentage) 
Hourly 
rate4
 
(£) 
Estimated 
cost5
 
(£ billion) 
One 665,000 2,500 65 6.00 6.5 
Two 665,000 2,500 80 5.03 6.8 
Three 665,000 2,500 90 4.00 6.0 
Four 225,000 2,500 90 4.00 2.0 
Total — — — — 21.3 
1 Estimate of size of eligible cohort, not referring to a specific year. The size of the four-
year-old cohort is reduced to reflect that a substantial proportion of these children will, be 
in school reception classes. 
2 For the purpose of the estimate, a full-time offer is assumed to be 50 hours per week for 
50 weeks of the year.  
3 Assumption of potential take-up of the offer. This incorporates an assumption of both 
numbers of parents who will take up the offer, and of how many hours they will use.  
4 Estimate of potential hourly rate, taking account of higher cost of provision for younger 
ages. Please note that these are intended as high level estimates and should not be taken 
as indicative of future funding levels.  
5 Shown to one decimal place.  
 
From the evidence and arguments put forward in this review so far, it should be 
apparent that the assumptions presented here about the level of take-up are grossly 
inflated and take no account of research evidence concerning likely uptake. Bringing 
these estimates in line with survey findings discussed here and in Chapter 2 should 
reduce costs considerably, as take-up rates are likely to be for fewer hours. On the 
other hand, no allowance is made for the increase in supply-side subsidies which 
would appear necessary to assure service quality. Its relationship to staff 
qualifications and remuneration is entirely ignored in this model.  
Nevertheless, an extension to the early education entitlement in all four countries 
making up the UK would be a good place to start for making ECEC address both the 
social mobility and economic wellbeing policy rationales. It is certainly one that was 
recommended in several recent ECEC policy reports (Lawton and Thompson, 2013; 
NEF, 2014; Thompson and Ben-Galim, 2014; Ben-Galim, 2014). The uptake of early 
education has been a significant success, despite problems remaining among poor 
families and quality problems impacting particularly in poor children (Ofsted, 2014). 
Such problems are being addressed and should in principle be remediable. 
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Uncoupling ECEC provision as much as possible from parental employment status 
would help to stabilise the ECEC system. 
The evidence brought together here and in Chapter 2 suggests that the impact of 
such changes might well be positive for poor children, but only if provision quality 
was high and uptake was promoted by means of sensitive outreach programmes 
undertaken by Children’s Centres among others and supported by local government 
on the basis of local intelligence. These issues will be discussed further in Chapter 4. 
3.4 Summary and conclusion 
The conflicting national and international evidence reviewed in this chapter leads us 
to fully support the conclusion of Brewer et al (2014, p.194) that the evidence for an 
impact of reduced childcare costs on parental labour market participation in the UK is 
mixed. The failure of researchers to agree about the correct interpretation of the 
Norwegian data, described above, is particularly striking, as its current system is 
very simple, compared to that of the UK.  
Employment opportunities, the operation of the tax and benefit systems, women’s 
educational levels and parental attitudes all interact with childcare availability and 
affordability in determining maternal employment intentions and choices in the UK. 
The research reviewed here does highlight some of the difficulties facing 
policymakers in establishing an affordable, accessible and high-quality ECEC 
system that promotes and meets demand.  
In the UK, employment-related parental intentions do not appear to closely match 
either eventual parental employment decisions or employment opportunities. Most 
research in this area does not yield unequivocal evidence for a positive impact of 
ECEC services on parental, notably maternal, employment. Across Europe, 
prevailing attitudes towards parents’ roles in childrearing, coupled with the nature of 
any available jobs, influence employment decisions of mothers with young children. 
As children grow older, this becomes less important and more mothers take on paid 
work. 
Uncoupling the provision of ECEC from parental employment status appears to be 
an important policy consideration if poor children, whose parents may be 
unemployed or in irregular or intermittent employment, are to benefit from stable and 
sustainable ECEC provision. In practice, this could involve extending the free early 
education entitlement. This might also simplify access and flexibility and could have 
a positive effect on provider sustainability, provided direct supply-side subsidies were 
generous enough. 
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Successful integrated systems like the Nordic systems (Lloyd and Penn, 2014) do in 
fact charge parents income-related fees and are not free at the point of delivery, 
though they involve much more generous direct subsidies to providers. One of the 
problems facing the British government is the fact that early education is free at the 
point of delivery, and it is hard to see the government revert to provision where 
parents have to pay income-related fees for integrated care and education, even if 
contributions are kept relatively small. Instead, the upfront costs for the additional 
childcare needed by many parents remain high. 
This chapter has presented some evidence on the cost/quality conundrum, though 
an in-depth discussion of quality issues has been reserved for Chapter 4. There is 
substantial evidence that public support for a rapid expansion of childcare 
opportunities in order to promote maternal employment poses quality risks.  
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Chapter 4:  Quality in ECEC services and in ECEC service systems 
In the preceding chapters, the issue of ECEC service quality has arisen repeatedly. 
As discussed in Chapter 2, the findings from several important UK longitudinal 
studies confirm the crucial part played by service quality in achieving a positive 
impact on disadvantaged children’s wellbeing and their educational trajectories 
(Siraj-Blatchford et al, 2010; Sylva et al, 2011; Apps et al, 2012; Melhuish, 2012; 
Parker, 2013). However, the potential impact of ECEC delivery mechanisms on poor 
children’s access, e.g. whether the system is a mixed market of private and state 
providers (Lloyd and Penn, 2012; Penn and Lloyd, 2013), should not be ignored 
either, even though the issue of ECEC service system quality features less 
frequently as a research topic than ECEC service quality. The level and way in which 
resources are invested in ECEC systems, though, appear to shape quality in 
practice. 
This chapter explores both aspects of ECEC quality, namely service quality and 
service system quality and their interaction, with reference to the research discussed 
in previous chapters. This information is complemented here with evidence from 
other relevant studies which meet this review’s inclusion criteria. ECEC quality is by 
no means an uncontested concept, as Penn (2011c) and others (Dahlberg et al, 
2007) have argued. But rather than exploring the different approaches to 
understanding and measuring quality in depth, this chapter adopts the dominant and 
current concept of ECEC quality in the UK to further the argument and identify gaps 
in research. This is considered the most pragmatic approach in the light of this 
review’s purpose, namely to inform the articulation of anti-poverty strategies for the 
UK. 
4.1 Quality in ECEC services 
In recent reviews of the ECEC service quality literature, it is acknowledged that much 
more is known about quality in services for children aged 3 and over than in services 
for younger children (Parker, 2013; Mathers et al, 2014), especially those aged 
below 2 (Dalli et al, 2011), and that it is therefore difficult to generalise. Findings from 
developmental psychology suggest that poor quality non-parental care in the first 
three years can have particularly unfortunate consequences (Mathers et al, 2014: 
p.13). 
Parker (2013) disaggregated relevant evidence for different age groups: children 
aged under twelve months, 8 to 22 months, 18 to 36 months and 36 to 50 months. 
She provided recommendations to policy makers based on that evidence. Parker’s 
review did not specify the quality criteria employed in the selection of studies on 
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which these recommendations were based, but key points for each age group 
included stability of care and pertinent training. Low adult-child ratios were less 
important for children aged over 30 months, as long as staff qualifications were high. 
Mathers et al (2014, p. 15) in their review of English language literature reviews in 
this area, took a different approach by first outlining seven key dimensions of ECEC 
quality about which there is general agreement and then exploring the strength of the 
evidence supporting each one in respect of provision for children aged under 3. It 
must be noted that this review did not specify its inclusion criteria either. These key 
dimensions were: 
 relationships between practitioners and children  
 pedagogical practices  
 stability and continuity of care  
 the physical environment  
 family-practitioner partnerships  
 adult-child ratios and group sizes  
 practitioner qualifications and training. 
These dimensions include both what are often referred to in research as structural 
factors characterising stable conditions within the early childhood setting, such as 
adult–child ratios, group size and available space, including outdoor space, and also 
process factors related to the delivery of care, such as staff–child communication 
patterns and planning for learning activities. Such factors have been related to ECEC 
service quality in both centre-based and home-based provision (with childminders) 
and thus poor children’s ability to benefit from ECEC services is likely to depend on 
their presence (Montie et al, 2006; Mathers et al, 2013).  
Every one of these factors is a precondition for beneficial impacts on the cognitive, 
social and emotional development of young children using early childhood provision 
and on their later achievements. These variables may in turn be interrelated or 
interdependent.  
By way of illustration, Mathers et al (2014) summarised the evidence for the required 
positive nature of the first – process – factor’s influence on the development of under 
3s, namely practitioner/child relationships. The authors identified three components 
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that must be simultaneously present to secure service quality in this respect. These 
components are: 
 sensitive, responsive caregiving  
 attuned, reciprocal interactions 
 positive, secure attachments.  
Maintaining both structural and process quality demands active and continuous 
investment of time, effort and resources, as evidenced by the findings of an 
important US longitudinal study. This was the evaluation of the Smart Start 
community support initiative aimed at ECEC centre quality improvements undertaken 
during the 1990s in the US state of North Carolina (Bryant et al, 2002). It 
demonstrated ‘that quality improvement requires continuous efforts’ (p.v). The 
authors pointed out that previous participation in quality enhancement programmes 
did not guarantee current quality and that maintaining service quality required 
continuous investment. 
There are considerable challenges inherent in arriving at a best-evidence synthesis 
that is amenable to being translated into ECEC policy and practice. This becomes 
apparent when comparing the findings, conclusions and recommendations regarding 
service quality made in some of the studies reviewed in some depth in Chapters 2 
and 3 of the present review. These findings and conclusions are not always 
compatible, and overall, the results may remain inconclusive. Take the case of 
optimal length of weekly attendance at centre-based settings. The EPPE 3-7 
project’s finding on the equivalent developmental impact of part-time versus full-time 
attendance has continued to prompt questions from academics, mostly in the light of 
findings from USA empirical (Belsky et al, 2007b) and longitudinal (Loeb et al, 2005) 
studies on possible adverse behavioural effects of lengthy, over 30 hours, ECEC 
attendance for very young children.  
In Scotland, a longitudinal study of the experience of multiple childcare 
arrangements at the age of 34 months found evidence for a detrimental impact on 
behaviour at age 5, although overall the impact of non-parental care was found to be 
positive even where multiple arrangements of formal and informal care were present 
(Bradshaw and Wasoff, 2009, p. 31). The Growing Up in Scotland study has followed 
the development of two Scottish cohorts of 5,217 infants aged 0-1 (the birth cohort) 
and of 2,859 children aged between 2 and 3 (the child cohort) annually since 2005 
(p.2).  
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A wide range of USA policy-oriented studies have compared full-time versus part-
time ECEC attendance in terms of cognitive impact, but the results remain 
inconclusive (Cannon et al, 2006; DeCicca, 2007). However, an analysis of data 
from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, an important and representative US 
database (Chang and Singh, 2008) concluded that full-time attendance at 
kindergarten led to superior cognitive development compared to part-time 
attendance among 3 to 5 year olds. Another study of social and cognitive outcomes 
at age 15 among the USA cohort followed up by the National Institute of Child Health 
and Development (NICHD) Study of Early Child Care and Youth Development of 
ECEC impact (Vandell et al, 2010) found that both ECEC quality and quantity had an 
effect on developmental outcomes.  
Also using NICHD data, Herbst and Tekin (2008) linked the growth of intensive use 
of poor-quality USA childcare provision as a result of increased childcare subsidies 
to parents on welfare to poor educational outcomes for their children when they 
reached primary school age. They recommended ‘aligning the employment goals 
established by recent social policy reforms with the goal of ensuring child health and 
well-being’ (Herbst and Tekin, 2008, p. 31). Indeed, the quality of USA ECEC 
provision and the continuing absence of an agreed national quality rating system 
continue to give rise to significant concern amongst USA researchers (Sosinsky, 
2012; Magnuson and Waldfogel, 2014). 
Perhaps even more importantly, data from a Norwegian longitudinal study of mothers 
and young children failed to replicate the findings of Belsky et al (2007) on adverse 
behavioural effects of lengthy attendance in centre-based care. Norwegian children 
tested at age 3 who had experienced over 41 hours of ECEC weekly from age 1 did 
not display adverse behavioural effects, suggesting strongly that other aspects of 
service quality are important mediating variables apart from length of attendance 
(Lekhal, 2012).  
The studies just cited approached the issue of length of attendance from the 
perspective of children’s development and did not explore its relationship with the 
issue of maternal full-time versus part-time employment. Some studies also explored 
potential benefits for mothers of working part-time. For instance, the positive effects 
of mothers’ part-time working on mother and family wellbeing were explored with the 
help of survey data from the longitudinal National Institute of Child Health and 
Development (NICHD) Study of Early Child Care and Youth Development in the USA 
(Buehler and O’Brien, 2011). Although this study did not include direct 
measurements of child outcomes, some of the findings regarding increased maternal 
sensitivity and other positive behaviours linked to part-time employment might have 
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an impact on children’s development. This study reached no firm conclusions about 
this, however. 
So what is the evidence from other British studies? In the Millennium Cohort Study 
(MCS), too, the relationship between the quality of the early childhood settings and 
poor children’s cognitive and socio-emotional outcomes turned out to be very 
important (Mathers et al, 2007). This relationship had already been demonstrated in 
the evaluation of the Neighbourhood Nurseries initiative (Mathers and Sylva, 2007). 
A supplementary study was conducted as part of the second sweep of the MCS in 
England in order to explore ECEC centre quality (Roberts et al, 2010). First of all, 
MCS setting quality, particularly in group settings, appeared to have improved 
compared to that in the EPPE study. This probably reflected enhanced public 
support and the impact of the funding programme that had been put in place with the 
express aim to raise qualifications among the early childhood workforce (Mathers et 
al, 2011). The issue of the impact on ECEC quality of practitioner training and 
qualifications is one of the key quality dimensions named by Mathers et al (2014) 
and will be further explored in section 4.3 below. 
4.2 Measuring quality in ECEC services 
Before moving on to a discussion of the relationship between practitioner 
qualifications and ECEC quality, it is worth drawing attention to the way in which any 
dimensions of quality are measured, as this may make a difference to the quality 
ratings achieved for any type of settings. Trying to establish what ECEC quality 
means involves setting priorities and making assumptions about childhood itself, 
besides provision and practice, and these differ between different countries (Penn, 
2011c). In view of the present review’s purpose, Penn’s reminder makes sense that:  
…although standard measurements may be useful in highlighting broad 
variations across programmes or practice, they offer relatively limited 
information, which somebody else (a politician?) has to interpret if changes 
are to be made. 
(Penn, 2011c, p.5) 
In a major report on ECEC, UNESCO (2006, p.191) listed five of the main 
international instruments used for assessing ECEC quality, but also pointed out 
associated risks associated with a standardised approach, given that it is feasible to 
achieve desirable learning outcomes via undesirable methods. 
In the UK, different instruments are used by the official regulator, by quality 
assurance systems run by different agencies, such as the National Day Nurseries 
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Association (NDNA), and by academic researchers. The system which was used in 
the EPPE 3–7 project and in many national and international ECEC research 
projects since continues to be widely used. This is based around the Early Childhood 
Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) first developed and issued in a revised version 
in the USA (Harms et al, 2005). Higher scores on these measures have been shown 
to be predictive of better cognitive outcomes for children (Mathers et al, 2013, p.5). 
But Penn (2011c) argues that:  
Using an instrument such as the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale 
will tell you little about the organisation of cohesion of the early education and 
care system, or the political claims that are being made for it – although you 
might legitimately infer that, given the lower end of the scale, what is being 
measured may sometimes be dire. 
(Penn, 2011c, p.5) 
A useful study by Mathers et al (2013) compared the quality rating system used by 
Ofsted in England with the ECERS system of validated scales to measure the quality 
of the ECEC settings themselves and the interactions taking place within them. The 
researchers concluded not only that ‘while ECERS and Ofsted to some extent 
measure the same dimensions, they are largely assessing different constructs’ but 
also that ‘The Ofsted framework is not designed as a fine-grained quality measure 
and should not be relied upon as such’ (Mathers et al, 2013, p.90).  
The validated research scales produced a more in-depth assessment of the different 
aspects of quality for different age groups associated with longer-term positive 
outcomes. Ofsted ratings focused more on the overall effectiveness of the setting, 
including in terms of management and leadership. This effect was most pronounced 
for the assessment of ECEC provision quality for children aged under 3, where 
settings rated ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ by Ofsted were virtually never rated as high 
quality when measured by the appropriate validated research instrument for settings 
for under 3s (the Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale). A balance needs to be 
achieved between setting quality aspects measured by Ofsted and the more 
academic and validated measures of structural and process quality in ECEC 
settings; both are important.  
This situation has important implications about UK policy decisions, such as those 
concerning the implementation of the disadvantaged 2 year old early education offer 
discussed in Chapter 2. While the pilot evaluation report (Smith et al, 2009a) 
originally recommended that children should only be placed in settings rated ‘good’ 
or ‘outstanding’ by Ofsted, these additional research findings cast doubt on the 
adequacy of relying only on these ratings in selecting settings for disadvantaged 2 
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year olds. In practice, though, such a selection appears to rely more on availability 
than on quality (Mathers et al, 2014) with all the risks to poor children’s outcomes 
that this may entail.  
This might especially be the case in disadvantaged areas, where good-quality 
provision is even harder to find. The 2012 report produced by the National Audit 
Office on value for public money invested in free early education for 3 and 4 year 
olds identified a gap of no less than 11 percentage points between the proportion of 
‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ settings in the most deprived areas compared to those in the 
least deprived areas (National Audit Office, 2012). One of the respects in which 
poor-quality provision is likely to differ from good-quality settings is in the 
employment conditions and the spectrum of qualifications held by its staff, over and 
above the minimum requirements specified in the Early Years Foundation Stage 
regulatory framework.  
4.3 Practitioner qualifications and ECEC quality 
The role of appropriate training and working conditions for ECEC staff in ensuring 
quality, for instance by reducing staff turnover, is firmly supported by national and 
international research evidence (Sylva et al, 2004a; OECD, 2006, p. 157; Mathers et 
al, 2013). In the UK, the required qualification levels of the staff complement in 
different types of ECEC settings are regulated by means of the Early Years 
Foundation Stage statutory framework (Department for Education, 2014).  
Much progress has been made in raising the qualifications profile of the ECEC 
workforce since the 1997 Labour Government took office, with for instance up to 
59% of English childminders now qualified at level 3 of the National Vocational 
Qualifications (NVQ) system (Brind et al, 2012a, p.8). Progress slowed down under 
the Coalition Government; although it commissioned a major review in this area 
(Nutbrown, 2012), most of its recommendations are not being implemented or have 
been explicitly rejected. The failure to act on Nutbrown’s main recommendation, that 
all practitioners working in ECEC settings should be qualified to vocational level 3 
(equivalent to A-Levels) has caused particular concern among early years agencies 
and sector specialists. Since 1998, the policy emphasis has been on increasing the 
number of graduates working in ECEC as part of a ‘professionalisation’ of the ECEC 
workforce. During this period, various separate vocational qualifications have been 
created which do not offer a status equivalent to that of qualified teachers (Lloyd and 
Hallet, 2010).  
A significant split remains between the qualifications of practitioners working in 
maintained schools and those working in the private sector, with qualification levels 
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in maintained nursery schools and all nursery classes in maintained primary schools 
typically higher, as a result of employing qualified teachers, than in any other form of 
childcare setting (Brind et al, 2012a, p. 8). This translates into higher ECEC quality in 
maintained nursery classes and nursery schools, at least in disadvantaged areas 
(Ofsted, 2014; Mathers and Smees, 2014). Apart from the role of provider aegis, i.e. 
whether a setting is maintained, for-profit or not-for-profit, the fragmentation of the 
ECEC workforce between and across different categories of settings is exacerbated 
by two other significant differences affecting practitioner roles and responsibilities: 
setting size and main purpose, i.e. childcare or early education (Jones, 2014). 
Given the internationally recognised importance of ECEC quality and the role played 
in this by practitioner qualifications and training (Fukkink and Lont, 2007), several 
studies have calculated the costs of improving qualification levels as a first step in 
improving longer-term outcomes for children and for the system as a whole. 
Improved employment conditions can be shown to reduce staff turnover, which may 
have a negative impact on childcare quality and children’s outcomes. In a study 
undertaken by the Daycare Trust in partnership with the Institute for Fiscal Studies 
and the Social Market Foundation (Goddard and Knights, 2009) the research team 
costed increased early education subsidies for providers if staff qualifications and 
pay were simultaneously improved. On this basis, they concluded that as a 
percentage of GDP, the additional costs to government would be in the region of 
another 0.5%, so a quite substantial increase. 
This study unfortunately failed to address the way childcare market dynamics 
mediate such publicly funded improvements. These may paradoxically increase 
costs to parents and the study’s findings are now becoming out of date, although it is 
still one of the most comprehensive analyses in this area undertaken so far. 
Improvements to ECEC practitioner qualification levels were also costed as part of a 
more recent study (Mathers et al, 2014). This explored the preconditions for high 
quality in early education provision for poor children; the current roll-out of this 
programme was discussed in Chapter 2. 
Taking a very conservative approach, the authors calculated the cost at present-day 
rates of using only newly qualified level 3 practitioners for children aged under 3 in 
group settings. Such a development would contribute to promoting service quality 
and positive developmental outcomes for children taking up the early education for 2 
year olds offer currently being rolled out. They found that doing so: 
…would bring their wages only just in line with average salaries for childcare 
workers within other European countries ... The costs of improving pay to a 
level equivalent to the maintained sector, and to wages in other countries, 
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would therefore be considerably greater than the £27 million per annum 
identified above. [the potential cost for all sectors of an uplift to reflect 
achieving a Level 3 qualification] And in practice, of course, the Government 
would be unlikely to address qualifications and pay only for those practitioners 
working with two-year-old children, meaning that the true costs of improving 
qualifications for the workforce as a whole would be even higher. 
(Mathers et al, 2014, p.56) 
Ensuring that practitioner qualifications, pay and conditions and their deployment 
patterns are of a kind to ensure ECEC service quality is clearly beyond the ability of 
individual settings to achieve. Apart from falling within a policy-maker remit, this 
domain of quality is related more widely to the organisation of particular ECEC 
service systems. Quality at a systemic level may have a major influence on ECEC 
service level quality, and hence on the experience of young children, families and 
practitioners. 
4.4 Quality in ECEC service systems 
Although the view that ECEC system quality is inextricably linked to service quality is 
quite widely shared, this relationship has only recently gained a higher profile among 
academic researchers and policymakers nationally and internationally. As Penn 
(2011c) points out: 
In the view of a number of international organizations who have taken an 
international overview of early education and care services – OECD 
(Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development), UNICEF, 
UNESCO and the EU – the extent to which the system is coherent and 
extensive critically determines quality. 
(Penn, 2011c, p.2) 
According to the OECD’s comparative study of 20 ECEC systems (2006, p.249), 
international research evidence supports substantial public investment in ECEC 
provision and its infrastructure if such coherence and reach is to be achieved. Even 
from an economic perspective, it should be seen as a ‘public good’, with economic, 
fiscal and social benefits for children, families, governments and national economies 
(Cleveland and Krashinski, 2003).  
The concept of ‘public good’, as noted in chapter 2, is an economic concept justifying 
substantial public investment in both the services themselves and in their 
infrastructure. Services and infrastructure are considered key to ensuring equitable 
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and universal access for all children irrespective of their parents’ socio-economic 
position, ethnic background, rural or urban location, or health status (Leseman, 
2009; Bennett et al, 2012). Indeed, according to the same OECD comparative study: 
Without strong state investment and steering of this field, the result will be an 
insufficient supply of services for those who need those most, leading to 
increased numbers of children with special needs and learning difficulties; a 
lack of equity for poorer families; and overall poor quality of provision.  
(OECD 2006, p.256) 
Contrasting policy positions may produce different outcomes for ECEC systems, 
particularly as the economic environment changes (Penn and Lloyd, 2013; Lloyd and 
Penn, 2014). For instance, the way in which state support is allocated may lead to 
differences in impact. Van Lancker and Ghysels (2011) compared Sweden and 
Belgian Flanders and demonstrated that differences in the social distribution of 
publicly funded childcare exist despite identical per capita expenditure, Sweden 
having a more equal social distribution than Belgium. Such differences in distribution 
may affect disadvantaged children disproportionally. For instance, an analysis of 
OECD data confirms that in the UK, the richest quintile benefits disproportionally 
from ECEC provision (Penn and Lloyd, 2013). 
However, according to an important analysis by Brewer et al (2014, p.194), their 
research failed to locate ‘studies that have compared and contrasted the effect of 
different types of childcare subsidies’. Certainly this observation applies to the UK, 
though it could be argued that the evaluations of the London Childcare Affordability 
Project discussed in Chapter 3 form an exception. Coincidentally, a recent 
Resolution Foundation survey (Cory and Alakeson, 2014) did in fact ask mothers 
about their likely responses to hypothetical changes in the way childcare support is 
currently delivered, namely through a mix of the free education entitlement and 
parental tax breaks (p. 20). The survey found no maternal preference between 
strategies, as long as any ECEC provision was of good quality. Arguably, these 
policy options are difficult to explore within a survey context, but this finding is 
nevertheless worth noting. 
Governmental steering and intervention is not compatible with marketised systems. 
In Europe and elsewhere, there is a growing trend towards the introduction of market 
principles in ECEC systems (Lloyd and Penn, 2012; Penn, 2013). Market forces are 
said to be more efficient and more effective than public bodies in securing the 
distribution and funding of ECEC. In European ECEC systems, private and state 
provision may co-exist within a mixed economy, often referred to as a ‘childcare 
market’ (Lloyd and Penn, 2012). Early education may form part of such a market, as 
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in the UK (Lloyd 2012c), or not, as in the Netherlands (Lloyd and Penn, 2010; 
Plantenga, 2012).  
Among the private-for-profit childcare providers that operate in such markets may be 
corporate businesses, whose primary commercial interest is getting shareholders a 
good return on capital invested (Moss, 2009; Penn, 2011b). Different geographic and 
socio-economic contexts, such as rural versus urban locations, may lead to a variety 
of childcare markets within the same country, as in England (Harries et al, 2004; 
Dickens et al, 2005). 
A mapping exercise commissioned by the European Commission (European 
Commission/NESSE, 2010) revealed the distribution of private, for-profit and not-for-
profit provision (the latter including social enterprises, church and charitable 
services), and the regulations and public funding mechanisms governing ECEC and 
other social services in selected European countries. The UK turned out to have one 
of the most privatised and marketised ECEC systems, after an ‘exceptional swing 
towards the private-for-profit market’ (Penn 2013, p. 8), encouraged under the 
Labour and current governments. 
Since 2000, there has been a considerable increase in the size of the UK private-for-
profit ECEC sector, particularly in the number of places delivered by corporate 
businesses (Penn 2007; Penn 2011b). In only three European nations, the UK (for 
children 0 to 5), Ireland (for children 0 to 5) and the Netherlands (for children 0 to 3), 
are parents offered income-related public subsidies such as tax credits or vouchers, 
to help them buy early childhood provision in such a market (Penn 2013, p. 3). The 
examples from Norway and France provided below will illustrate how governments 
can intervene to limit the costs paid by parents and set a maximum fee level that 
households could be expected to contribute to the full costs of childcare.  
Whereas across OECD member states, average formal childcare costs for families 
with two children are about 13% of overall family net income (OECD, 2011a, p.4) 
upfront costs to UK parents may be as much as 30% and have been steadily rising. 
According to Penn and Lloyd’s analysis of the OECD family database (2013, p.7): 
In the UK, a low income lone parent household is estimated to pay 
approximately 14% of household income, but dual earner households receive 
less government support. At 167% of average earnings the childcare fees 
paid by a dual earner household typically amount to approximately 43% of 
household income. 
International evidence arising from empirical research in Canada (Cleveland et al, 
2007), the USA (Sosinsky, 2012) and New Zealand (Mitchell, 2012), coupled with 
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evidence from the UK (Mathers et al, 2007), confirms that provider aegis matters to 
quality as well as to costs. Within childcare markets, the quality of private-for-profit 
provision tends to be worse than that in public and not-for-profit services. Equally, 
Lloyd and Penn (2014) argue that guaranteeing children equitable and universal 
access to quality ECEC services becomes particularly problematic if a substantial 
proportion of providers are for-profit businesses, including corporations, as in the UK. 
Paull (2014) produced evidence that such private sector involvement in the UK drove 
up parental fee levels. 
The dynamics of competition and parental choice may drive provision into 
economically more prosperous areas, as in the Netherlands (Noailly and Visser, 
2009). It may also put pressure on staff pay, conditions and in-service training, the 
largest cost in any business (Bennett and Moss, 2010). Within the English childcare 
market, the mainly small private providers struggle to maintain minimum quality 
(Brind et al, 2012b) or to exceed the minimum standards set by Ofsted. 
Competition may generate business consolidation, affecting parental choice by 
eliminating smaller or not-for-profit competitors, as highlighted by the case of 
Australia (Sumsion, 2012). Parental fees may be set by providers in order to 
maximise profitability, while parent subsidies will reduce governments’ abilities to 
intervene in such markets to promote provision quality, e.g. to prevent 
‘schoolification’ (OECD, 2006, p. 62) and other negative outcomes (Penn, 2012). Yet 
in the present global economic climate, childcare marketisation continues to be 
promoted by the UK government, with a certain amount of deregulation in the areas 
of staff/child ratios, access to outdoor space and group size within ECEC centres, 
being part of the measures that are supposed to enable the childcare market to 
flourish (Department for Education, 2013c, d).  
The problematic role that mixed economies of childcare may play in ensuring poor 
children’s access to affordable and high-quality provision has been highlighted in 
several of the UK studies discussed earlier. For example, although poor children in 
the MSC cohort were less likely to attend centre-based provision, those who did, 
more often attended local authority supported and higher-quality provision such as in 
Children’s Centres (Roberts et al, 2010). Overall, there were marked differences in 
quality between maintained and private-for-profit and not-for profit provision, with 
more advantaged children more often finding places in the second and third types of 
service (Mathers et al, 2007). In disadvantaged areas overall, the quality of provision 
still tends to be lower (Ofsted, 2011; Mathers and Smees, 2014; Ofsted, 2014). 
The implementation study (Gibb et al, 2011) of the disadvantaged 2 year old 
education offer concluded that the funding formula in operation when this research 
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was carried out made it unlikely that in areas with high demand and high childcare 
costs, the initiative would work well when expanded. Therefore, poor children living 
in these areas were more likely to miss out on places or on places in high-quality 
settings. The study’s recommendations for reducing this childcare market effect 
included increasing the supply-side subsidy to providers, i.e. the rate paid. However, 
given the way markets operate, this would more likely lead to spiralling costs rather 
than any improvement to availability and access. 
The market, too, was found to be the main barrier to local authorities providing 
sufficient ECEC places and promoting provider sustainability in a government-
commissioned report focusing on disadvantaged areas in England (Dickens et al, 
2012). These authors warned that the government would fail to reach its ECEC 
policy objectives in these areas, unless substantial additional public funding was 
provided. 
Both the 2006 OECD thematic survey and a more recent analysis of OECD data 
(Penn and Lloyd, 2013, p.7) concluded that among the most successful forms of 
government intervention appear to be the promotion of supply-led systems and 
parental fee capping regulations. Where these operated, the growth of the private-
for-profit childcare market was contained in favour of an increased reliance on 
voluntary, co-operative and state provision. The case of Norway illustrates these 
dynamics (Jacobsen and Vollset, 2012; Naumann et al, 2013). 
An economic study of children’s academic outcomes in relation to increased public 
subsidies for the Norwegian childcare system (Black et al, 2010) highlighted that 
reducing the cost of childcare for children aged 3 to 6 had a demonstrable impact on 
children’s outcomes. Children’s achievements in junior high school improved as a 
result of such changes. Black et al pointed out that reductions in childcare costs 
were likely to raise family household income. It would be useful to explore whether 
any positive longer-term effects might be due, at least in part, to the altered financial 
dynamics within families, for instance enabling better nutrition and leisure 
opportunities. This could thus be construed as an income effect on children’s 
outcomes rather than an effect due to ECEC per se. 
France is another nation that has attempted to intervene in childcare markets 
(Fagnani, 2014; Lloyd and Penn, 2014). Mechanisms employed for intervening in 
childcare markets in order to promote desirable outcomes include national 
agreements regarding the proportion of household income to be spent on early 
childhood provision via income-related parental fees, a cap on parental fees and the 
implementation of stringent quality criteria to be met by all types of providers in order 
to qualify for public subsidies. Essential, however, is that such regulatory and 
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financial measures are matched by substantial public funding direct to providers. 
Since 2001, the private-for-profit sector has been allowed to run day nurseries as 
part of the French ECEC system and is now responsible for about 5% of places for 
under 3s (Prentice, 2014). This marketisation, Prentice argues (p. 1), ‘signals a 
marked departure from longstanding norms in France ‘and poses real risks to quality 
and equality within services and the system as a whole.’ 
The relevance of this last observation to poor children’s access to quality ECEC is 
supported by findings from an OECD discussion paper on ECEC fiscal policy across 
the OECD (Förster and Verbist, 2012).The authors suggested that the direct funding 
and provision of ECEC services could be a useful tool in poverty reduction and more 
equitable take-up of services, although direct cash benefits might also be used to 
reduce child poverty.  
These country case examples suggest that any change to ECEC systems to achieve 
more positive outcomes for children, families and the economy depend on political 
decisions and thus on the nature of the political climate. 
4.5 Summary and conclusions 
In this chapter, we have argued that ECEC service quality is inextricably linked to the 
quality of the ECEC service system in which provision is embedded. This quality 
depends not only on the level of any government subsidies, but also on the way such 
subsidies are distributed and on the proportion of costs borne by governments, 
parents and providers (Lloyd and Penn, 2012; Penn and Lloyd, 2013). 
 There is direct and indirect national and international research evidence for the 
impact of different types of public subsidies and ways of distributing these on poor 
children’s access to affordable and high-quality provision. This relates primarily to 
OECD member states (Penn and Lloyd, 2013).  
The OECD thematic survey of childcare systems in 20 countries (OECD, 2006) 
made a compelling case concerning the limitations and tensions inherent in the 
childcare market model. In an earlier paper for the OECD, economists Cleveland and 
Krashinski (2003) argued that marketising ECEC systems was simply inappropriate, 
even from an economic perspective. They again made the case for non-profit 
provision in a later study focusing on the situation in Canada (Cleveland et al, 2007). 
It follows that there are implications for this review, namely that an analysis of 
research on the relationship between poverty and ECEC should take account of 
structural variables such as ECEC delivery mechanisms. Where studies included in 
this review do not reveal such structural and contextual factors surrounding a 
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particular form of provision and its impact on poor children, it becomes difficult to 
apply any lessons to the UK situation, or indeed to use such research as evidence 
underpinning any recommendations for UK anti-poverty strategies in this area. 
It also follows that in making recommendations on how to achieve access to quality 
and affordable ECEC provision for poor children, ECEC delivery mechanisms and 
the wider UK childcare market context ought to be considered. Instead of such a 
debate being centred on the perfection of a system based on competition and 
individual choice, as Moss argues strongly in his latest book (2014), this should form 
part of a much wider examination of the values and principles underpinning the 
present ECEC system. Such an examination would go well beyond the three policy 
rationales examined in the present paper. 
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Chapter 5:  Conclusions and recommendations 
In this review, we have examined robust research on the relationship between ECEC 
provision and child and family poverty, paying attention to the policies underpinning 
the ECEC service system, their outcomes and the wider socio- economic contexts in 
which they are embedded. Some attention was also paid to the values and principles 
that in the last resort underlie any economic decisions regarding ECEC services and 
the ECEC service system. It is along these lines that we have arrived at the 
evidence-informed policy recommendations that we make in the present chapter. 
This approach has been defined by Mahon (2006), cited by Gambaro et al (2014, 
p.3) as contextualised policy learning. 
5.1 Conclusions 
National and international research evidence suggests that the publicly supported 
provision of good-quality, affordable and accessible ECEC services creates three 
potential pathways for impact on child poverty prevention and elimination. It 
promotes young children’s intellectual development, leading to better educational 
outcomes and life chances overall. It may facilitate parental – notably maternal – 
access to the labour market, thereby strengthening young families’ economic 
wellbeing. By eliminating social and cultural inequalities and underachievement and 
including children from minority communities or with additional physical or learning 
needs, ECEC can also promote social justice.  
As far as social mobility is concerned, only good-quality ECEC may have short-term 
and possibly longer-term beneficial educational effects for poor children, while the 
impact of poor quality is proportionally greater for them. The research findings 
regarding social and emotional development as a function of ECEC are less strong 
and harder to interpret. There is good evidence that interactions between children’s 
home learning environments, including parental mental and physical health, and 
service quality, influence socio-emotional outcomes at the individual level. 
A synthesis of what is known about ways of promoting economic wellbeing through 
ECEC provision is even harder to achieve, at least on the basis of the research 
reviewed here. The availability of sufficient and affordable early childhood provision 
interacts with local job opportunities and the tax and benefits system in determining 
whether dual- or single-earner families with young children can escape or avoid 
family poverty through paid work. The research evidence presents a confusing 
picture and is hard to interpret. What is clear is that while the free early education 
offer in the UK reduces childcare costs for parents of 3 and 4 year olds using 
additional childcare for their children, for low-earning families, the current free 
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entitlement is not sufficient to make a real difference to household income. Local and 
national socio-economic contexts appear to play a major role in influencing parental 
employment decisions when children are young. As the UK government pursues a 
dual social mobility and economic rationale for investment in ECEC, it is important 
that service quality is maintained. There can be no trade-off between quality and 
quantity. Strong research evidence, notably from the USA and Norway, suggests 
that the promotion of maternal employment via a rapid expansion of childcare may 
only deliver good educational outcomes for young children if quality is adequately 
controlled.  
Whereas the overall uptake in the UK of free early education since 2004 has been 
high, it remains lowest among the poorest children, notably children from certain 
minority ethnic communities. Their families appear to need more direct outreach 
contact and good local information to choose to access early education services for 
their children. Lack of parental awareness appears to be the main reason for lack of 
uptake of the free entitlement. The fact that early education is so positively viewed by 
parents, even those who do not work or wish to work while their children are very 
young, provides a very strong foundation for policymakers to build on. 
Now that free ECEC is also offered to disadvantaged 2 year olds, addressing its 
quality and availability has become even more urgent. UK survey research also 
confirms that the complex and diverse ECEC service system in which early 
education is free at the point of delivery, while childcare has to be paid for direct by 
parents, even if both are delivered within the same type of ECEC setting, appears 
confusing and challenging for parents.  
This research review has presented evidence that in the UK, family poverty may limit 
not only children’s access to and uptake of good-quality ECEC, affecting longer-term 
educational outcomes, but also their ability to benefit fully from the ECEC 
experience. Important Millennium Cohort Study findings, for instance, suggest limited 
longer-term educational impacts on the poorest children. These findings, coupled 
with recent survey research findings, suggest that poor children are not yet 
benefiting fully from ECEC. Overall, it appears more difficult for poor children to 
access high-quality provision, even in the case of targeted provision such as the 
offer of early education for 2 year olds. 
The developmental progress data collected via the Early Years Foundation Stage 
Profile in England, suggest that currently only just over half of all children achieve a 
good level of development at the end of Reception year and that the gap in 
achievement is most pronounced for poor children receiving ECEC (Department for 
Education, 2013b; Ofsted, 2014). This suggests a continuing problem with the quality 
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of ECEC received in any settings, including that in maintained provision. This 
situation may pose a problem for the Coalition Government’s major anti-poverty 
initiative, the offer of free education to up to 40% of disadvantaged 2 year olds by 
September 2014. Not only may this initiative not contribute as much to improved 
educational performance as intended, but this review has argued that the evidence 
base underpinning this initiative is slight anyway. 
While much is known about structural and process factors responsible for service 
quality for the 3-and 4-year-old age groups, the evidence gap about this aspect of 
services for under 3s is only slowly being closed. International evidence confirms 
that practitioner qualifications and training play a key role, while the home learning 
environment also influences ECEC take-up and impact. Upgrading UK childcare 
practitioner qualifications, pay and conditions for reasons of fairness and to improve 
service quality, may lead to long-term pay-offs for the government, even if an initial 
investment of public funding might be high. The government’s broad aspiration for a 
graduate ECEC workforce should be translated into a specific, measurable, 
attainable, relevant and time-scaled strategy as soon as possible.  
The way in which state support is allocated between parents and ECEC providers 
may lead to differences in impact on different population groups, with disadvantaged 
children at risk of losing out. But very few studies place their findings within their 
wider policy context, for instance examining the delivery mechanisms’ impact on 
service quality and hence impact.  
The UK has one of the most privatised and marketised ECEC systems in Europe; 
since 2000, there has been a significant increase in the UK private-for-profit ECEC 
sector. The UK is one of only three EU nations were parents are offered income-
related public subsidies such as tax credits or vouchers, to help them buy early 
childhood provision in a ‘childcare market’. As UK parents’ childcare costs are 
reimbursed retrospectively through the tax and benefits system, paying childcare 
costs up front can form a real barrier to its use and hence to parental employment. 
Moreover, about two-thirds of parents who pay for formal childcare do not receive 
any government help with costs from employer vouchers or tax credits. This situation 
improves only slightly when children reach school age. For early childhood providers 
themselves this marketised system may also create sustainability problems; it may 
reduce the likelihood of employing highly qualified staff and negatively affect staff 
pay and conditions, with consequences for quality, particularly in disadvantaged 
areas. 
Even market operations can be improved, though, as the case of Norway illustrates, 
by means of national agreements regarding a reasonable proportion of household 
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income to be spent on early childhood provision via income-related parental fees, a 
cap on the maximum amount parents are expected to contribute annually to the 
actual costs and the implementation of stringent quality criteria to be met by all types 
of providers in order to qualify for public subsidies. Local government in Norway has 
a major role in system maintenance and supervision, while there is a wide variety of 
private and public provider types. All children are entitled to full time provision; the 
system is uncoupled from parental employment status and is also seen as quite 
separate from compulsory schooling, which starts at six. Strong research evidence 
indicates positive and equitable outcomes for children’s social mobility as well as for 
families’ economic wellbeing. 
International research that continues to inform UK early childhood policymaking 
relies heavily on positive evidence from three USA studies of two-generation 
demonstration programmes, which offer high-quality ECEC alongside practical family 
and parenting support. Where similar programmes have been scaled up in the USA, 
fade-out effects have become apparent as children have progressed through school. 
Although the benefits and generalisability of the more strictly targeted and high-
quality USA programmes may have been overestimated, the present UK system 
may fall short in respect of whole-family approaches related to early childhood 
provision. Child poverty may co-exist with health and housing problems, including 
homelessness, and targeted family support from Children’s Centres has helped 
families access ECEC, research suggests. They can function successfully as 
community hubs offering ECEC alongside a range of family support services, though 
in recent years, there has been a considerable consolidation and reduction among 
such centres. 
The economic recession and subsequent austerity measures may well magnify the 
risks associated with childcare markets identified in this review. For a start, from a 
theoretical perspective, austerity should lead to shrinking provision within childcare 
markets, as their consumer base is affected by growing parental job insecurity and 
stagnant wages. As the UK market delivers not just childcare, but also universal 
early education, there is a consequent risk that both forms of provision may become 
unavailable to poor children (Lloyd 2012b).  
In interpreting ECEC research, it is worth noting that serious concerns have been 
raised about the quality of much reporting in early childhood research, and this in 
turn may reflect the quality of the research design itself. It is frequently difficult to 
disentangle issues around children’s usage patterns and age at entry, both factors 
associated with impact. These reporting deficiencies may be partly responsible for 
the contradictory nature of many studies. There is a strong need for increased 
attention to ECEC research quality. 
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On the policy side, economic analysts frequently point out that achieving major 
ECEC system change may exceed the capabilities of countries such as the UK, 
where income tax rates are unlikely to be raised substantially in the near future. 
Changes to the funding and regulation of the UK ECEC system may promote social 
justice for poor children by improving their access to good-quality provision, leading 
to short- and longer-term positive outcomes for their social mobility and for their 
families’ economic wellbeing. The marketisation of ECEC services poses significant 
barriers to achieving these goals. 
Gaps in our existing knowledge were noted in the different chapters of this review. 
Overall, there is insufficient high-quality research to strengthen the evidence base 
needed to underpin the quality of ECEC provision in the UK in all types of setting. 
Since a lack of quality may well be related to ECEC’s lack of demonstrable impact on 
poor children’s progress and economic wellbeing in the UK, it should therefore be 
urgently further investigated. The interaction between ECEC service quality and 
service system quality also needs exploring further, as it currently receives relatively 
little policy and research attention. Finally, both survey and qualitative research is 
needed to illuminate the issues around parental employment decisions further and 
help policymakers predict levels of uptake of fiscal support. The way in which 
childcare support through the tax and benefits system is organised in the UK 
generates serious affordability problems for parents and contrasts with the way in 
which most other European countries support their ECEC systems. 
Finally, we are well aware that many important areas of provision have not been 
explored here, such as ECEC provision for children with disabilities and/or special 
educational needs. These areas deserve separate investigation, as exploring them in 
detail was not feasible as part of this review.  
5.2 Recommendations 
Currently the UK spends around £7 billion per year on a patchwork of free 
entitlement, tax credits and childcare vouchers. It is estimated that an additional 
0.5% of UK GDP would need to be spent to deliver high-quality, accessible and 
affordable ECEC in the UK, making it an unlikely option in the short to medium term. 
Nonetheless, changes to the UK’s ECEC funding and support systems could still 
promote social justice for poor children by improving their access to good-quality 
provision, promoting short- and possibly longer-term positive outcomes both for their 
social mobility and for their families’ economic wellbeing.  
Building on the evidence summarised here, we have tried in our recommendations to 
indicate broad areas where we think the most productive policy changes might be 
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made in order to make early childhood provision more accessible and affordable for 
poor children and to improve its quality. The areas in which we recommend changes 
are interlinked and interdependent.  
1. Review the current structure of government intervention in ECEC 
The UK early childhood education and care system is overly complex. It needs to be 
simplified and made more transparent to deliver both social mobility and economic 
well-being. Aspects that need to be reviewed include the promotion of socially mixed 
provision, the role of local government, the qualifications, pay and employment 
conditions of the ECEC workforce and levels of direct support for providers, in order 
to ensure a high quality, flexible, accessible, affordable and sustainable ECEC 
service. 
2. Government support for parental childcare costs should be simplified  
The level of upfront parental contributions to childcare costs needs to be reviewed as 
well as the current multiple support strategies through the tax and benefit systems. 
The availability of sufficient and affordable early childhood provision interacts with 
local job opportunities and the tax and benefits system in determining whether dual 
or single earner families with young children can escape or avoid family poverty 
through paid work. 
3. There should be no trade-off in quality between publicly supported 
ECEC driven primarily by social mobility and that driven primarily by 
economic well-being 
Maintaining and improving quality in ECEC is especially vital if its dual purpose is to 
be realised and harm avoided to the life chances of poor children, who suffer more 
as a result of poor quality provision. 
4. Support for Children’s Centres should be increased  
Children’s Centres should be hubs of whole-family support, including more of them 
offering ECEC alongside other services. In parallel, local government should play a 
more prominent role in supporting service quality and access to ECEC, especially for 
poor children. 
5. Support for parents to maintain a good home learning environment 
should be strengthened 
A good home learning environment is more important for young children’s 
development than parental education or socio-economic status. Reducing the 
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burden of family poverty helps parents create or maintain a good home learning 
environment. This is another area in which Children’s Centres could provide practical 
support to parents within their communities. 
In summary, these recommendations are broad and in need of further refinement. 
Improving quality, affordability and access to provision for poor children all pose 
major challenges. A refocusing of policy on the rationales for public support for 
ECEC is urgently needed, as the reality does not seem to match the government’s 
stated intention of promoting social mobility, economic wellbeing and social justice 
through public support for ECEC. Perhaps most of all, the workings of the UK’s 
ECEC market need reconsidering from a principled as well as from a pragmatic 
perspective if ECEC is to make a serious contribution to lifting poor children out of 
poverty and improving their life chances. 
Several major factors that affect poor children’s ability to benefit from good-quality 
and affordable ECEC have not been discussed in this review. They relate primarily to 
the current nature of the UK employment market and parents’ working patterns. 
Designing an ECEC service system that meets the needs of parents on zero hours 
contracts, working atypical hours, or coping with high levels of job insecurity, may 
well prove impossible. Instead society as a whole should consider alternative 
solutions to these issues (NEF, 2014). It is not only poor families with young children 
who are affected in this way; these issues are in fact faced by all families with 
children and other dependent members, irrespective of their employment status.  
It is not surprising that the conclusions and recommendations underpinned by this 
research evidence review bear similarities to those from an important earlier review 
for the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (Waldfogel and Garnham, 2008), who stated 
that: 
It is not a simple matter to project the effect that childcare improvements could 
have on reducing child poverty. For most families in poverty, problems with 
childcare are not the sole or even most important barrier to moving out of 
poverty. Thus, we should not expect childcare reforms alone to move 
substantial numbers of children out of poverty. A more extensive analysis is 
required to produce precise projections as to how many children might be 
moved out of poverty by particular reforms. At the same time, the data just 
discussed on the distribution and characteristics of children in poverty do 
suggest that childcare reforms could play a useful role for at least some 
families in poverty. 
(Waldfogel and Garnham, 2008, p.22) 
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By itself, even universal good-quality ECEC does not ‘inoculate’ against the adverse 
effects of child poverty. Research confirms that multiple approaches are needed for 
reducing poverty and addressing its consequences for poor children’s (and their 
parents’) educational achievements, health and safety, nutrition, housing and access 
to public services.  
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or pretest or ‘pre-test’ or ‘pre test’ or posttest or ‘post-test’ or ‘post test’ or impact* 
OR correlat* OR predict* or impact* or experiment* or research* or ‘follow up’ or 
‘follow-up’ or followup or prospective or retrospective or meta N/1 analy* or meta-
analy* or metaanaly* or review* or empiric* or quantitative or qualitative  
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Evaluat* or Outcome* or effectiveness or effect* or random* or longitud* or cohort* or 
control* or comparison* or comparative or ‘time series’ or ‘time-series’ or time series 
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Study, Proceeding, Report, Working Paper; Language: English 
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